Exercise Safety Guide for Puppies

Exercising our dogs is important, we all know that. However, something that the average puppy parent is rarely informed about when bringing their new puppy home is how to make sure that exercise is done safely for the puppy. Puppies have growing bodies: growing muscles, tendons, ligaments, and bones. Exercising too harshly too soon on those growing bodies can have long lasting consequences that can create either permanent injuries, or future complications such as arthritis, joint problems, and torn ligaments. Different puppies grow differently, so it is important to follow healthy exercise guide based on how quickly or slowly your puppy grows. Generally this is much more important for large and giant breeds, but high energy working breeds also often suffer from injures due to too much strenuous exercise too soon. 

Bone and Joint Health

Puppies have something called a “Growth Plate” on the end of each of the puppy’s long bones (such as in the legs). These are soft areas where cells grow to lengthen the bones as the puppy ages and grows. Because they are soft, they are prone to being damaged by harsh impacts (such as jumping), repetitive impacts (such as jogging or running on hard surfaces), and accidents (such as falls). Severe damage can cause permanent injury in a dog and treatment is not as easy or successful as a regular broken bone. Repeated minor damage can cause issues such as the bone not growing to its full potential (leaving a dog with limbs that may not match in length), bone deformity, and bone stunting. This can throw off their gate permanently, which can cause additional damage to joints, tendons, and ligaments. Additionally, puppies’ bones are softer than adult dog bones. Sudden turns can actually cause a twisting fracture and bones break much easier if a puppy jumps and lands wrong or falls. When most people warn you to be careful when exercising your young puppy, these risks are what they are cautioning against. 

When wanting to properly exercise your puppy, it is important to understand a few things first: Exercise Impact, Exercise Duration, and Exercise Value. 
Exercise Impact
This is the main aspect of exercise that pertains to puppies and their growth plates. For puppies, high impact exercise has a much higher risk of damage or injury to the growth plates. 

· AVOID:

· Jumping, even onto and especially off of furniture or the car, is considered the highest impact type of exercise a dog can do, and is not recommended AT ALL for puppies until they have completely finished growing. This is why most agility teachers and professionals will not start real training for a dog in agility until it has hit 1.5 years of age. All it takes is one jump too high, one landing too rough or at an odd angle to cause permanent damage. 

· Stairs are the next highest impact since they usually involve lots of small jumps and landings. If stairs cannot be avoided, the puppy should be carried when small, and leashed and walked up the stairs when large enough to not need to jump. Puppies that do a lot of stairs on a regular basis can have high levels of damage to their growth plates, even if they never do a big jump and aren’t over-exercised. 

· High Impact Exercise

· Running/jogging/trotting on hard surfaces such as pavement, gravel, or packed dirt should be minimized. The repetitive impacts on the growth plate each time a puppy takes a step can cause minor damage that accumulates over time.

· Fetch is actually a very high impact game. There is a lot of sprinting and the puppy may jump to try to catch the ball. Generally, until a puppy has finished growing, fetch is recommended only in small amounts and then the toy should be thrown very low or rolled to prevent the puppy from attempting to jump to catch it.

· Moderate Impact Exercise

· Running/jogging/trotting on softer surfaces such as plush grass or carpet. The little bit of give in these surfaces lessens the impact on the growth plates. This exercise should still be done in moderation as too much sustained running and jogging in general can still cause minor damage to the plates.

· Walking on hard surfaces. Even though there is a softer impact with each step while the dog is walking, it is still repeated impacts.

· Low Impact Exercise

· Under Water Treadmill is a good option for people that have access to one, but they are extremely expensive and there are few options locally to rent one.

· Self Driven Play is important for all puppies’ mental and social development. It is important, however, to make sure that play does not involve excessive chasing or jumping until the puppy is grown. Wrestling is generally acceptable for extended periods of time.

· Walking on soft surfaces such as grass or carpet. There is much less risk for injury when the dog is at a calm walk and the surface has some give.

· Core Muscle Strengthening such as balance disc exercises, stretches, calisthenics, etc. It is important that these be completed on soft surfaces.
· Balance disk is one of my favorite low impact exercises! It not only is great at exercising the body, but also exercising the mind and building confidence!

· Swimming is a great option for low impact exercise for puppies. They can burn off their energy while putting very little pressure on their growth plates. It is important, however, that other risks for swimming be understood and watched out for such as:

· Ingesting too much water (especially if it is pool water with chemicals, sea water, or lake water with potential bacteria and algae)
· Swimmer’s tail (tail becomes paralyzed due to the muscles becoming overused while stabilizing/turning a swimming dog)
· Drowning due to fatigue from over-exercise (always make sure your puppy is wearing a life vest while swimming!)
· Hypothermia from swimming in cold water for too long (puppies cannot thermoregulate as easily as adult dogs, and water saps temperature quickly!)

Exercise Duration
The general rule of thumb is that puppies should have no more than 5 minutes of Moderate Impact Exercise (as listed above) for each month of age up to twice per day. So a 5 month old puppy should have no more than two 25-minute walks on pavement or jogs on grass per day, whereas a 2 month old puppy should only have two 10-minute walks on pavement a day. Cut that in half for High Impact Exercise. There is no real limit for Low Impact Exercise provided other safety cautions are being taken. How you choose to spend this time is really up to you and your puppy. It is important to continue to follow these rules UNTIL THE PUPPY HAS COMPLETELY FINISHED GROWING! If the puppy is still growing, even if it doesn’t seem much like a puppy anymore, there is still a risk to damaging the growth plates and soft bones!
Exercise Value
It’s no secret that most dogs find immense value in exercise. They love to run, jump, and play! However, when exercising puppies, it’s important to utilize the highest value exercise that you can so that you can get the most out of your short exercise sessions. Pick experiences that the puppy really enjoys and make sessions involve more than just physical exercise (such as mental exercise, obedience training, social fulfillment, nose stimulation, etc). Adding in these other aspects to your exercise session can drain puppy energy more quickly with the same amount of physical exercise, giving you more “bang for your buck!”
On top of that, it is important that even the highest energy puppies be given and taught rest periods. Puppies that are never taught to relax and are being over-exercised can grow up to exhibit some of the same problem behaviors as dogs that are under-exercised; their need to be constantly doing something can create anxiety, destructive behaviors, etc. Make sure you are providing ample rest time for your puppy and rewarding them with calming petting and small treats for calm behavior such as laying next to you or relaxing on their dog bed. 

Muscle, Tendon, and Ligament Health

There is more to healthy exercise for puppies than just watching their bones. Some of the most common injuries in dogs are Crucial Ligament Tears (ACL and CCL). Usually these require expensive surgery and long physical therapy to correct. Additionally, if a puppy or dog starts limping, they cannot tell us whether it is because they pulled a muscle, tore a ligament, or fractured a bone. This leads to expensive vet visits and potentially unnecessary X-rays. Because of this, it is important to make sure we are taking care with the type of movement our puppies are doing and that we are preparing the softer parts of their bodies for that exercise. 
Types of Movements and How to Prevent Injury
In addition to impacts such as landing a jump, movements to avoid for puppies are sudden starts to fast motion, sudden stops to fast motion, and twisting motions. It is especially important that these movements are avoided when the puppy is at a high excitement and energy level or moving at a fast speed. Understandably, just like with human children, it can be hard to control these behaviors in clumsy puppies. However, there are some precautions you can take in your puppy’s every day activities to prevent injuries:

· If playing a tug game, make sure you are not tugging up or suddenly tugging to the side. Try to keep the tug game down at their level. If the puppy shakes the toy, it is better to let him have it (it has been scientifically shown that dogs enjoy tug of war more and will seek you out to play more when you let them win!) Do not haul hard on the toy and keep tug of war a gentle game! (I would also recommend training a trading game and a cue to give the toy up to the puppy during these games!)

· If playing fetch, make sure you are throwing or rolling the ball so that the puppy doesn’t have to suddenly start or stop or twist to get it. One mistake people make that causes a lot of ACL injuries is to have the puppy or dog sitting and facing you when you throw the toy. From that position they have to both lunge suddenly into motion AND twist to go retrieve the toy. Start them off sitting/standing next to you or between your legs and facing the direction you want to throw the ball. You can still ask for eye contact and for the dog to wait politely for their toy to be thrown, but at least their body is facing the correct direction.

· Teach proper leash manners to prevent pulling and straining of muscles while on a walk. 
· Teach proper greetings to your dog so that he isn’t jumping onto or at strange people and dogs.

· Lift a puppy up onto furniture, into the car, and up stairs or provide a ramp.
Preparing Your Puppy for Exercise

This step is overlooked 99% of the time, even for people that regularly and safely exercise their dogs. Just like with humans, it is important for your dog to STRETCH before exercising. This can help prevent injuries to soft tissue such as muscles, tendons, and ligaments as well as creating a more limber and athletic dog. Here are a few common stretches using a treat lure that are quick and easy to do with your dog before AND after you take him out for an exercise session:

· Corners stretch

· Use a treat to lure a dog’s nose to his shoulder, front foot, butt, back foot, on both sides. Go slowly so that you don’t have any sudden neck twisting motions. This stretch helps with neck and back muscles.
· Frog stretch

· Sitting with your feet flat and knees up, lure the dog to crawl under your knees (or use another option such as a chair if the dog is too big) to get the dog to stretch his back end out like a frog to help with back, leg, and groin muscles
· Sit stretch

· With the dog in a sit, slowly lure the dog to stretch upwards into better posture so that the back is straight without any slouching curve. This stretches their core and back muscles
· Stretch on Me

· Have your dog put its front paws on you. While gently holding him, walk backwards so that his back and legs get stretched. Teaching a “bow” trick will also work well for this!

· Figure 8 Stretch
· Use a treat to lure your dog in a figure 8 shape around your legs. Do it slowly and maximize each direction change to stretch out neck, back, and leg muscles.
When is My Puppy Finished Growing?

With all of the restrictions above, many people wonder when their dog will be free to safely frolic and run and jump as he pleases. Lots of people get frustrated trying to find ways to safely exercise an energetic young dog that is no longer a little puppy, but still growing. There is no set answer to the question of when is “safe” to allow free exercise as every dog grows at a different rate. Generally in agility training, 18 months is the accepted age to start allowing dogs to learn and perform jumps. The only way to know FOR SURE that your dog is done growing is to get an X-Ray of each growth plate area to determine if the growth plates have closed up, but most people use 18 months as a good general rule for when restrictions can be lifted for the average dog. However, small dogs usually finish growing at a younger age, while giant breed dogs such as Great Danes can take up to 2-3 years to fully finish bone growth. 
Even when bone growth is complete, it is still a good idea to pay attention to how much and what kind of exercise your dog is getting on a regular basis. Too much High Impact Exercise can wear down joint cartilage and cushioning, so providing a variety of exercise types is important throughout the dog’s life. A variety of exercise types will also help create a well rounded dog. Just like human fitness, there is more to proper exercise plans than just running or walking. Those are great stamina and cardio building exercises, but core strength and muscle strength, and flexibility are important too. If all you do is build stamina, you will have a dog that could walk for days without expending their energy and still have an under-exercised dog. And remember, make sure you are building and reinforcing rest periods too!

