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Guidelines for exercising pups: 
separating myths from science
In this article, Dr Siobhan Menzies BVM&S CCRP GPCert(WVA&CPM) MRCVS, founder of 
HolisticPet, Northern Ireland’s first veterinary pain management and rehabilitation practice, 
introduces practical guidelines for exercising puppies and young dogs. In addition, Dr Menzies 
highlights the link between obesity and osteoarthritis and discusses the benefits of regular 
exercise, as well as the consequences of inadequate exercise

Clients often receive conflicting advice about exercising 
puppies, including misconceptions like “five minutes of 
exercise per month of life” or “avoid stairs entirely.” To 
provide sound guidance, it is crucial to balance the benefits 
of exercise with the potential risks of inappropriate activity 
levels. 

Comparisons with human development 
Guidelines for toddlers emphasise 180 minutes of daily 
activity, including moderate-to-vigorous play (NHS Physical 
Activity Guidelines for Children). Similarly, pups require 
ample movement from a young age to support both physical 
and cognitive development.

The importance of exercise 
1. In relation to physical health 
Development: exercise builds strong muscles, tendons, 
ligaments, bones, and cartilage.
Motor skills: exercise enhances balance, coordination, 
spatial awareness, and dexterity. 
Injury prevention: exercise reduces the risk of injuries and 
supports recovery. 
Weight control: exercise helps maintain a healthy weight 
and reduces obesity-related risks. 

2. In relation to emotional health and well-being 
Mental resilience: exercise supports emotional stability. 
Feel-good hormones: exercise stimulates endorphin release 
for positive mood. 
Cognitive development: exercise boosts intelligence and 
memory. 
Socialisation: exercise encourages healthy interactions with 
other dogs and people. 

The negative effects of inactivity
Restricting activity can cause: 
• muscle atrophy and weakened tendons/ligaments;
• cartilage atrophy or degeneration and joint instability; 
• stiffened joint capsules and reduced mobility;
• poor proprioception and balance; and,
• socialisation and behavioural issues.
Regular exercise maintains connective tissue health and 
functionality.1,2

Research insights 
Cartilage health: lifelong regular exercise does not harm 
articular cartilage, as shown by studies on consistent, 
weight-bearing activity (load of 130 per cent of their  
bodyweight, running 3.75 km, five days a week, for 527 
weeks).3
Hip dysplasia: off-leash exercise on varied soft terrain 
for puppies (birth to three months) reduces the risk of hip 
dysplasia in large breeds.4
Exercise intensity: moderate jogging (4km/day) improves 
cartilage thickness and stiffness, but running 40km per day 
for a year caused reduced Glycosaminoglycans content in 
prominent weight-bearing areas and caused softening of 
the cartilage. During the study there was no evidence of 
cartilage damage or degeneration but the softening may 
reduce the long-term ability of the cartilage to maintain its 
structural and functional properties.5
Weight management: overfeeding pups increases the risk 
of hip dysplasia. Lean dogs have a five-fold lower risk of 
HD and live longer.6 Obesity quadruples the risk of cranial 
cruciate ligament rupture.7 Long-term reduced food intake 
lessens osteoarthritis severity.8,9 It is well-established that 
regular exercise helps with weight control at all ages.10
Osteoarthritis: the biomechanical model for arthritis 
dictates that it results either from abnormal joint 
conformation (e.g., elbow or hip dysplasia) or abnormal load 
or stress on joints (e.g., repetitive high-impact activities). 
Jarring or high-impact exercise such as repetitive ball-
chasing should be avoided especially before joint maturity.11,12
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Key message
Genetic predispositions to elbow dysplasia (ED) and hip 
dysplasia (HD) are unavoidable, but proper exercise and 
weight management can mitigate their impact. Keeping 
pups and adult dogs light, fit, and strong is a priority. 

Practical guidelines for pup exercise 
Physical activity is essential for the healthy development of 
pups too. From three weeks of age, a pup starts to explore 
the environment and this movement is necessary not 
just for the development of its musculoskeletal system by 
motor stimulation of the brain but also for development of 
intelligence, memory, socialisation, and emotional resilience. 
Research shows that physical activity stimulates brain 
activity. A good breeder will have a play or activity area for a 
litter of pups to provide both sensory and motor stimulation. 
The area should provide opportunities to climb, crawl, run, 
jump, and balance over different surfaces. 

1. General recommendations 
Pups naturally alternate between active play and rest. For 
example, an eight-week-old pup may play for 30–60 minutes 
and nap for one to two hours during the day with eight 
hours sleep at night. Allow puppies to set their own pace. 
Overexertion should be avoided. 

2. Activity suggestions 
Encourage play: teach basic commands (e.g., sit, stay, 
recall) and engage in interactive games like ‘go find’. 
Off lead exploration: provide access to safe, enclosed areas 
with soft, varied terrain for free movement and adventure 
walks. The exercise can be off lead or on a loose longline but 
must be at the pup’s pace. The length of an exercise session 
can start at 15-30 minutes at two to four months of age and 
extend to 45-60 minutes at four to six months.
Socialisation: facilitate gentle, supervised interactions with 
other trusted dogs to promote behavioural and physical 
development. 
Rest period: pups must be allowed to rest, sleep, and 
recover after exercise.

3. Avoid high-impact activities 
Avoid brisk walking on a short lead with young pups as this 
may be concussive and only permits walking or trotting 
which does not provide enough stimulation for balance, 
coordination, spatial awareness, and perception to develop. 
Refrain from jogging, or cycling with young puppies. 
Discourage high-speed, concussive, repetitive activities like 
intense ball-chasing with launchers. 

4. Progressive training 
Start simple stretches (e.g., downward dog) at eight weeks. 
Introduce core and limb-strengthening exercises after six 
months. 
Initiate endurance training only after growth plates close 
(seven months for small breeds, 10–14 months for large 
breeds but also consider the impact of early neutering which 
may delay growth plate closure to 22 months). 

Concluding notes 
Exercise is vital for healthy pup development, but moderation 
and appropriate activity selection are key. Always prioritise 
the puppy’s natural pace, provide adequate rest, and tailor 
activities to their age, breed, and health status. 

Recommended educational resources 
For further guidance, check out these excellent resources: 
• Vimeo: Training Puppies, https://vimeo.com/ondemand/

trainingpuppies;
• My Lame Dog: Puppy Exercise, www.mylamedog.com;
• https://www.vetlessons.com/risk/exercise.
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1. YOUNG DOGS EXERCISING 3.75KM PER 
DAY FIVE DAYS A WEEK FOR 527 WEEKS 
CARRYING A LOAD OF 130 PER CENT OF THEIR 
BODYWEIGHT DEMONSTRATED NO HARMFUL 
IMPACT ON THEIR ARTICULAR CARTILAGE 

A. True
B. False 

2. PUPS ALLOWED OFF LEAD EXERCISE ON 
VARIED SOFT TERRAIN BETWEEN BIRTH AND 
THREE MONTHS OF AGE HAD HIGHER LEVELS 
OF HIP DYSPLASIA

A. True
B. False 

3. JOGGING 4KM PER DAY CAUSED CARTILAGE 
SOFTENING

A. True
B. False 

4. OBESITY INCREASES THE RISK OF CRANIAL 
CRUCIATE RUPTURE BY A FACTOR OF FOUR

A. True
B. False 

5. ENDURANCE TRAINING SHOULD BE 
INITIATED BEFORE GROWTH PLATES CLOSE 

A. True
B. False

Reader Questions and Answers

ANSWERS: 1A; 2B; 3B; 4A; 5B.

An eight-week-old pup may play for 30–60 minutes and nap for 
one to two hours during the day with eight hours sleep at night.


