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Environmental Hacks 
For Your Dogs Optimal
Health and Recovery

Does your home promote your dog’s healing and health?
Or does it perhaps predispose your dog to further injury, or

delay their healing from injury? 

Let’s discuss the simple adaptations you can make to your home to
help your dog heal and live their best, pain-free lives. 
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 I am a veterinarian qualified in Animal Biomechanical
Medicine including Animal Chiropractic, Acupuncture and

Traditional Chinese Medicine and Rehabilitation. I also teach
Animal Biomechanical Medicine.

Move Unleashed
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Disclaimer: The material appearing on this website/in this document is intended for general education and understanding of veterinary health care
only. The material is not intended to be professional advice and is not intended to replace advice, diagnosis or treatment from a qualified veterinarian.
The reader should not disregard medical advice from a qualified veterinarian or delay seeking the same because of something contained in this
material. The authors and/or owners of this material have made extensive efforts to ensure that the information reflected is accurate and conforms to
the accepted standards at the time of publication. However, the uniqueness of each case, new research and development, reasonable difference in
opinion among professionals mean that other sources of medical information may differ from the information contained in this material. Any action
taken as a result of this material is at the sole risk of the reader. Move Unleashed, the authors and/or owners of this material do not accept liability for
any damages or losses, direct or indirect, that may result from use of or reliance on information contained within the materials. If you suspect that your
pet has a medical problem or condition, please contact a qualified veterinary health care professional immediately

DR ILONA HUDSON BVSC, MANZCVS, GRAD DIP ANIMAL

CHIRO, CVA, CCRT



When environmental
adaptations are necessary

While certain environmental adaptations benefit all dogs,
we need to pay special attention to preparing our home

when our dog has been injured, is recovering from surgery,
or develops arthritis. 

Research has shown that 24% of
dogs under the age of two have
arthritis and that 80% of dogs
over eight have arthritis in one
or more joints. When our dogs
become injured or undergo
orthopedic surgery, their
chances of developing arthritis
increase.

When we know and understand
this, we can start to incorporate
small changes into our homes
while our precious pet is still
young, to support them as they
age. Minor changes can reduce
the impact of arthritis and
ensure a long and happy life for
our dogs. 
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Short-term vs 
long-term adaptations

Short-term adaptations are
those we make when a dog
requires a period of rest after an
acute injury or surgery. We’ll
look at the following areas: 

Safe, restricted activity:
crates and alternatives. 
Finding the best position in
the house: flooring,
household activity, and
more. 
Providing physical support:
harnesses, leash walking,
and alternatives. 
Providing mental
stimulation: games,
exercises, and mental
exhaustion. 
The best bed: shape, size,
position and alternatives. 

Long-term adaptations are
those we make to reduce the
impact of arthritis through home
modifications, which will also
reduce the risk of future injury in
your dog. We’ll look at the
following areas: 

Flooring: slipping and
associated risks, and low-slip
alternatives 
Stairways indoors and
outdoors: reducing the
impact of stairs 
Doorways: possible risks and
injury
Furniture: safe, comfortable
adaptations 
Toileting: access to the
outdoors and considerations
with age
Social interaction: the impact
on health and risks involved 

© Copyright. All Rights Reserved. Move Unleashed|  Page 6

Short-term Long-term



Short-term adaptations for
recovery from injury

When recovering from an acute injury or surgery, your dog
may need to go through a period of restricted activity that

includes crate rest. With a few simple tricks, this rest period
can be easily managed.

Safe restricted activity 

Your vet may have prescribed
crate rest for your dog after
surgery or an injury. Crate rest is
the equivalent of bed rest for us,
and allows us to protect our dog
from further injury while they are
healing. A crate is essentially a
large metal cage with bars on the
sides and a roof, or solid plastic
‘house’. Crate rest is usually
recommended after:

an amputation 
intervertebral disc disease
surgery
the fracture of a bone
an orthopedic or soft tissue
surgery

It may also form part of
conservative management of any
condition, such as a torn cruciate
ligament.

If your dog is already crate trained
and benefits from the safety and
comfort provided by their crate,
then this will be a simple inclusion
for you. 

If you do not own a crate and have
never considered crate training
before, you might consider it now.
A crate can be a wonderful
addition to your home, for both
you and your dog. When the crate
is introduced correctly, so that
your dog sees it as an interesting
and not threatening space, it can
become their very own haven of
safety and rest. A crate is
particularly useful when you have
to be away for an extended period,
or when a house sitter moves into
the home, giving your dog a
familiar and private space to
retreat to. 
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Crates come in many sizes and materials. The best crate for you and your
dog depends on your home and needs. You will want to select a crate
that allows your dog to stand, sit, turn around, stretch, and lie stretched
out comfortably. There needs to be enough space for a water bowl and
chew toys as well. For successful adaptation to the crate, measure your
dog’s length from hindquarters to nose, and their height from the floor to
the highest point of their back or head. Anxious dogs will benefit from a
slightly smaller crate than their length, while more active dogs will
benefit from a few extra inches at either end. 

Crates are commonly made from metal, or solid plastic. Metal bars allow
the dog to see everything in their environment, while solid plastic will
restrict their ability to see and engage with the environment outside the
crate. More anxious dogs will generally benefit from less visibility, while
more active dogs may benefit from the mental stimulation of engaging
with and observing their environment. 

Once you have a crate, set it up with a non-slip mat, a comfortable bed
and blanket, a water bowl and some of your dog’s favourite toys. 

Choosing the right-sized crate
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Introduce your dog to the crate
before they need to go onto crate
rest, if at all possible. Do this in a
series of small steps, rather than
expecting your dog to enter and
lie down comfortably at first
introduction. Start by placing the
crate in an area of the home
where the family spends time,
such as the lounge, in the same
place as their usual sleeping spot
in that room. Put a comfortable
bed in the crate, and leave it open
to allow them to explore it with no
expectations. If they prefer to
ignore it, that is fine. 

Next, start to intentionally show
them the crate, encouraging them
with your voice and dog treats to
come near it. Once they are
comfortable, drop a few treats just
inside the crate. As they become
more comfortable and confident,
drop treats deeper into the crate
until they go all the way in.
Continue to do this until they
confidently go all the way into the
crate to get the food, with no
hesitation or uncertainty. This can
happen within a few minutes, or
over the course of a few days – go
at your dog’s pace. 

Keep the door of the crate open!

Tips for introducing your dog to a crate



Start to feed your dog’s meals near or inside the crate. If they are
completely comfortable going into the crate for treats or on their own, go
ahead and place their meal inside. If they are still hesitant, place their
food outside the crate. 

Once they are comfortable, you can start to close the door of the crate
while they are eating their meal. Immediately open the door once they
are done eating on the first day, and with each subsequent meal
gradually increase the time that the door remains closed. You want to
watch your dog closely to make sure that they don’t show any signs of
fear or anxiety during this process. 

At this point, you can start to teach them a cue to enter the crate, as well
as increasing the time that they remain in the crate with and without you
in the room. Repeating the process of asking them to enter the crate,
closing it, waiting for them to relax and then opening it again several
times a day will quickly increase their confidence in the crate and help
them to feel safe in that space. 

You can progressively leave your dog in the crate for longer periods, until
you are able to leave them while you leave the house, and overnight.
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If you don’t have the opportunity
to introduce your dog to the crate
gradually before their surgery,
they can still transition to the crate
with minimal stress. Where you
place the crate can make a big
difference – we’ll consider this in
the next section. 

Create a predictable routine for
your dog as they recover,
including frequent breaks from
the cage. 

A routine can help you remember
what to do and when, on a daily
basis, such as giving medications,
doing rehabilitation exercises,
taking your dog for potty breaks,
and meals. When out of their
crate, your dog should always be
on a lead with a harness. Always
return your dog to their crate with
a reward and encouragement.

Food-dispensing toys such as
Kongs can be a great addition to
the crate to alleviate boredom and
encourage chewing and a positive
association with the crate. 

Crate rest when you can’t introduce a crate over time
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If your dog is small and calm, a playpen with an open top could double as
a crate. This gives your dog slightly more space than a crate, and allows
you to lift them up and carry them, instead of asking them to enter and
exit the crate through a door. Room rest is another alternative for dogs
that don’t need to be as closely restricted. A resting room needs to have
non-slip flooring, a comfortable bed, and no furniture that the dog will try
to jump on or off of. 

Alternatives to a crate

Finding the best position in the house 

As you consider the best space for your dog, think about where you 
will be during the day. If you work from home, a crate next to your desk
or in the room where you work would be perfect, as you will be able to
monitor their movement and activity continuously. 

Think about how you and your dog will access their safe space. The
pathway from their resting space to outside should be short and easy to
navigate. Avoid stairs, slippery floors, and passageways that are too
narrow for you to provide your dog with physical support. 

Consider the daily activity and traffic in your home, and how your dog
responds to it. For example, does your dog love to lie by a window and
look out at the street or garden? If so, placing their bed or crate where
they can look out is the considerate thing to do – for a calm dog. If your
dog tends to get excited when they see activity outside, positioning them
away from the window would be best, ensuring that they remain restful
throughout the day. If you or someone else is home in the day, can the
crate be placed in a position where the dog will be physically close to
you? By simply placing your dog’s bed or crate in a spot in the home
where they will be happiest, you can significantly reduce anxiety during
their rest period. The ideal spot will depend on your home and your dog. 

Lastly, think carefully about flooring. The slippery surface of most wood,
laminate, or tiled flooring is not suitable, as it can cause dogs to slip and
their legs to splay out. If this is your home, consider placing carpets,
runners or yoga mats on the floor to provide traction for your dog as 
they walk.   



Providing physical support

If your dog is on activity restriction or crate rest, a well-fitting harness
and lead should be used any time your dog is outside of the crate. The
correct harness can provide you with a way to support your dog’s weight
when they are in pain, and allows you to keep them stable and safe while
they are regaining their footing. 

A well-fitted Y-harness is recommended, as it provides a strap on the
back that can be used as a handle and clears the shoulders for free
movement. 

Depending on your dog’s injury and their ability, you may want to
provide additional support such as a hindquarter sling. 

Please reach out to us for further advice in this area should you need it! 
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Your dog’s physical environment can provide
them with a great deal of mental stimulation
during the course of the day. Placing their crate
or bed in an area where they can be with you
throughout the day, or in a central position in the
house where they can watch the comings and
goings of family members, or at a window where
they can watch outside activity, will help to keep
their interest during the day. 

Environment
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Providing mental stimulation: games, exercises, 
and mental exhaustion

Mental stimulation can replace physical stimulation in situations of
rest, and can be an effective way to mop up excess canine energy,
leaving your dog exhausted and ready to sleep, even with little to no
physical exertion. The best part about brain games is that they are
incredibly fun and rewarding for both you and your dog. 

Let’s go though some ways that you can engage your dog’s
mind – at all times, but especially during recovery when other
options are closed.
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Mealtimes can offer a wonderful opportunity for
stimulation for your dog. Meals can be split into
several smaller meals through the course of the
day, presented in a food puzzle, a snuffle mat, a
slow-release food toy, or as part of a simple
training exercise. You could vary the ways in
which you feed your dog – for instance, food
portions can be frozen in ice balls or blocks
during hot weather, requiring your dog to slowly
lick the food out of the ice. There are many
home-made puzzle options available, such as an

egg carton or muffin tray containing small portions of food, with tennis
balls blocking the openings. Your dog will have to figure out how to
remove the blockage and reach the food, and will find the stimulation
enjoyable. There are also many food puzzles on the market that range
from easy to challenging. Food puzzles may become a favourite in your
household! 

Fresh raw bones are another way to provide your dog with the
opportunity to chew and keep themselves busy for extended periods.
Please discuss the safest raw bone options with your vet if you would like
to include this form of enrichment for your dog.

Food and 
food puzzles
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way to track and measure their ability and motivation, and it is mentally
challenging and exhausting! 

Nose work is another great way to include your dog’s instinct to sniff in
the provision of both food and mental stimulation. If you have any
interest in tracking, this is a great time to teach it to your dog. Nose work
in your garden or backyard can be used during potty breaks, providing
your dog with some purpose and enjoyment when they are in the yard. 

Training
games

You can also use small meal portions to play
simple training games with your dog. For
example, begin training your dog to target your
hand or a tennis ball with their nose, or to target
a hand or block with their feet. The benefit of
targeting is that you can start by simply
establishing the behaviour in the first two weeks
of recovery, and progress to basing your dog’s
rehab exercises on targeting in the weeks that
follow. This makes your dog an absolute partner
in the healing process, provides you with a great 

If you would like to explore some of these training options
further, speak to your vet rehab therapist about their
recommendations for a trainer who can help you understand
and master the basic techniques. 



The best bed
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A comfortable bed is essential. Make sure your dog’s bed is easy to 
get into and out of, and is supportive and comfortable. You will want a
bed that is flat, even, and relatively firm. An orthopedic bed is highly
recommended, especially for heavy dogs, or dogs with arthritis. They are
an investment that your dog will benefit from for the rest of 
their lives. 

While we tend to think that a soft bed is most comfortable, for a dog that
has an orthopedic condition or any physical challenges a soft bed can
make it much harder for them to get up out of their bed, or to lie down. A
mattress material that is firmer and flat allows them to get on and off
without losing their balance or battling against the cushioning of the bed. 

A bed that is raised a few centimeters off the ground also has many
benefits. It is easier for them to get on and off of the bed, and it provides
better insulation from the floor resulting in a warmer bed. 

Place a non-slip mat underneath and around their bed to ensure that the
bed doesn’t slip when they are getting on or off, and that they can place
their feet on a non-slip surface when they are getting up from the bed to
prevent slipping. 
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Long-term adaptations 
to prevent injuries and

encourage longevity

This process should start with an
intentional observation of your
dog within your home
environment. Take note of how
they navigate through the space
and whether they seem anxious or
afraid at any point. Can you
identify any areas that might
increase the risk of injury, such as
doorways where they tend to turn
too quickly, floors where they slip,
and obstacles they tend to 
trip over? 

Let’s discuss some of
the most common
environmental
challenges and how we
can improve them. 

When our dogs suffer from chronic degenerative
conditions such as arthritis or neurological degeneration,
simple adaptations to our home environment can help to
reduce anxiety, prevent injuries, and slow the progression

of their disease. 



Flooring and slipping 

Our most common flooring types today are also those that cause endless
difficulties to our dogs! These include laminated, tiled and wooden floors.
These surfaces provide little or no traction for the dog, and can cause
them to slip, so that their legs splay out dangerously.

Repetitive slipping on floors can inflame painful joints and cause injury to
the soft tissues that surround those joints, further worsening arthritis.

 If you are not sure whether your floors bother your dog, watch how they
walk in the house – are they hesitant or afraid, is there a change in their
posture on slippery floors, such as a more crouched and stilted gait? Have
you seen them slip on the floor before, and if so, where? 

Two aspects determine whether your dog slips on the floor – the flooring
material and their paws. 

You can reduce slipping by paying attention to both aspects. 
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Trim excess fur between the paw pads: The hair
between the paw pads can interfere with the ground
contact of the paw. When hair gets between the paw
pads and the floor, it is like wearing a slippery sock,
especially in poodles and dogs with silky coats. 

Trim long nails: Your dog’s nails should be just above
the ground when they are standing. Any longer, and
they will interfere with the way the dogs walks,
making it especially challenging on slippery floors.

Put down mats or rugs: In smaller areas of tiled or
wooden floors, add mats to provide a non-slip
surface. Also add a mat in areas where your dog likes
to lie down, or beneath dog beds in the house. Make
sure that at any point where your dog needs to stand
up, they can put their paws on a non-slip surface.
Add a non-slip mat at feeding and water bowls to
prevent slipping while eating, anywhere your dog
needs to round corners, or where they need to
navigate between furniture or climb on and off 
of furniture. 

Nonslip flooring tape: Self-adhesive non-slip flooring
tape can be a simple and effective solution for steps
or on a ramp. These are available as clear tape from
many hardware stores, making them an easy option
without changing the aesthetics of your home.

Strategies for preventing slipping

1

2

3

4
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Products to prevent slipping 

If slippage continues with all of the above modifications, or if you are
unable to make the modifications required, consider purchasing one of
the following products.

These are small rings that fit over the dog’s nails.
They increase the grip zone and can effectively help
dogs to gain better traction in a very natural way.
These rings don’t need to be removed, and can be
replaced as they fall off or on a monthly basis. 

These are like sticky socks that are placed over your
dog’s paws. They are thin and easy to walk in, and
are a great tool for dogs that have degenerative
neurological conditions. The disadvantage of these
is that dogs cannot keep them on for extended
periods of time – they need to be removed during
periods of inactivity to ensure that the paws can
breathe and do not swell. 

This product involves gluing a pulverised, non-toxic
rubber film onto the pads of the paws, creating a
high-friction layer on the bottom of the paw pad,
which works very well. This is a very good option for
dogs who don’t like their paws handled, making the
first two options difficult to use. PawFriction will
need to be reapplied every two weeks or so. 

If you’d like further advice on products and tools you can use in
your home, please contact us for a consultation – we will help
you find the best products for you and your pet. 

Toe Grips

Sticky Paws

PawFriction
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Stairways

For dogs with arthritis or
degenerative conditions, stairways
should be avoided, or controlled if
they cannot be avoided. If
stairways are a must, they should
have a non-slip surface – for
wooden, laminated or tiled
stairways, add non-slip flooring
tape to each step. This is
important, even if you are using
some of the other options shared
above, to prevent slipping. Small
dogs should be carried up and
down stairs, while large dogs
should be supported as they
navigate the stairway with a
harness such as the Help ‘Em Up
harness or an alternative. 

Control access to the stairway with
a baby gate, and minimize the
amount of times your dog needs
to travel up and down the stairs as
much as possible. 

Navigating the stairs
should always be slow,
controlled and supported. 
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Doorways

Doorways can pose a challenge when they require turning a sharp 
corner over a slippery surface, especially when your dog wants to move through them

at speed. Consider when your dog rushes to get outside, 
or to the front door when the doorbell rings – which doorways are the biggest

challenge? 
Thresholds or split levels that include a step up or down across different indoor and

outdoor surfaces can be just as challenging. Ensure that surfaces are non-slip, and that
height differences are minimised as much as possible with an in-between step or a

ramp. 
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Furniture

Many of us love having our dogs lie on our bed or snuggle on the couch
with us – and they love it, too. Sharing a cosy space is an important part
of the bond we enjoy with our dogs. So we want keep up this aspect for
as long as possible. However, dogs with arthritis or degenerative
conditions should not be allowed to jump on and off furniture, as the
impact of jumping can cause additional damage to their joints. 

Furniture ramps or steps are easily accessible and should be used in
these cases. To be really proactive, teach smaller dogs from a young age
not to jump on and off of furniture, but to be picked up or use their
access ramps, instead. 

Access to furniture should be restricted when your dog is alone.
As they start to struggle more to get on an off of furniture, try to
provide them with assistance to prevent falls, slipping and injury. 
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Toileting

Many factors about toileting need to be considered, some of which 
are specific to your dog’s condition. As dogs age or their condition
progresses, they may experience increasing stress or discomfort around
this. You can minimise their anxiety and pain by ensuring that they have
easy and direct access to a toileting area that provides good traction,
allowing them to position themselves as comfortably as possible. 

Adaptation could include ensuring that there is as short a pathway as
possible from their bed to the outdoors, with no steps or sharp corners
on the way that make navigation difficult. The outside area can have
grass or sand, providing a soft surface with maximum traction. 
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Social interaction

Social interaction is hugely important for your dog, but if they are in
chronic pain, normal interactions may become more difficult. Pain often
leads to a need to protect themselves, so that they become anxious and
afraid, and potentially more reactive around other dogs. 

You can help them to continue to interact with other dogs in the home
and outside the home in a positive way, without isolating them
completely. Here are a two things you can do. 

Feeding time can be stressful in multi-dog
households. Offer your compromised dog food in 
a separate room or space, away from other dogs 
so that they can eat slowly and at their own pace,
without the feeling of competition or resource
guarding. 

If you have dogs of different ages, their energy
levels and play styles may be dramatically different.
Your young dog will probably want to play roughly,
while the older dog is unable to do so. Try to meet
each of their play needs separately, instead of
requiring that they play only with one another.
Engage in each of their favourite games
separately. This will allow your younger dog/s to
expend their playful energy without aggravating
your older dog. Supervise play times and help
them to regulate around one another if they have
trouble doing so on their own. 

Feed them
separately

Protect play
times

1

2
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Feeding

Raising food and water bowls off the ground to about the chest or
shoulder height of your dog, can make eating and drinking far more
comfortable for them. This can reduce the amount of pressure they
place on their front legs, neck and back. It can encourage a good neutral
posture and as a result aid in better digestion. 

Place non-slip mats around feed and water bowls to ensure that your
dog has secure footing while they are eating and drinking. Feeding older
dogs or dogs that are compromised separately can also reduce anxiety
and rushing while eating. 
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Get in touch

If you feel you need a little assistance, we’d love to help. We can do a
home assessment, identifying the risks in your home and the many
small things you can do to make your pet’s life as happy and comfortable
as possible. Surgery, injury and long-term illness can be quite traumatic.
We need to be aware of this, and make the little changes that will keep
our dogs enjoying life for as long as possible.

Book a consultation here

Much-loved dogs, like our children, need our support in
every season of their lives. Our dogs go all out for us and we,
as their human parents, should reciprocate with the same
level of attention and care. The minor adaptations to your

home and habits discussed in this article can make a huge
difference to your dog’s quality of life, whether they’re
recovering from surgery or injury, or facing life with 

chronic pain.

We have many other resources that can help you and your dog navigate
different conditions and situations: 

canine hip dysplasia
canine cruciate disease 
canine arthritis
canine elbow dysplasia

                               … and others
  

There is a solution to every problem! 
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