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A proper warm-up for your dog should include joint-speci� c movements 

for all major joints: feet, wrists, hips, shoulders, knees, elbows, neck, 

spine, and tail. The goal is to increase the rate of muscle contraction 

and increase blood � ow to the muscles, which reduces muscle sti� ness. 

And, when muscles and joints are warm, it increases e�  ciency of move-

ment and reduces the chance of injury. A proper warm-up also increases 

mental focus and enhances overall performance. Besides having all of 

these physical bene� ts, developing a routine that you and your dog can 

count on before an  agility run will increase your dog’s connection to you. 

A Proper 
Warm-Up
By Bobbie Lyons, Cert CF. Photos by Danielle Hall

Most warm-up activities can be done in a small space while 
waiting your turn to run. Your warm-up routine should con-
sist of movements that warm up each joint and are similar to 
the activity the dog will be doing. Following are some exam-
ples of exercises you might incorporate into your warm-up.

Note: These positions are not held; use active movement in a 
natural range of motion and then release.

Toe Exercises
Warming up your dog’s toes will help your dog grip the sur-
face and prevent injury since impact to the feet transfers to 
joints higher up. Move the toes in a natural range of motion, 
fl exing and extending each toe, as well as separating each toe. 

K9
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Head Bends
This exercise warms up the dog’s neck and upper spine. With 
your dog in a sitting or standing position, use a cookie in your 
hand to guide the dog’s nose as follows: close to his right 
shoulder, close to his left shoulder, pointed up, and fi nally 
between the dog’s front legs to his chest. If your dog knows 
hand targeting, you can hand target to get these positions. 

Flex each and extend each toe 
in its natural range of motion.

Guide the dog’s nose 
to right shoulder, left 

shoulder (not shown), 
upward, and then 

to his chest.Spread out the spaces between 
toes to separate them.

  It’s important not only to warm up your dog’s joints before agility runs, but also before  tossing a ball 

or Frisbee, hiking, swimming, endurance trot work, or other activities.
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Circles
Circles to the right and left will warm up your dog’s neck, spine, 
and tail. Starting with your dog’s nose at your side, use a cookie 
or hand target to turn your dog away from you in a complete 
circle. It is important that he has all four feet on the ground 
with his legs fully extended. Repeat on the opposite side.

Weaving Between  
Your Legs
This exercise warms up your 
dog’s neck, spine, and tail as 
long as your legs are posi-
tioned closely together. 

Note: Some agility instructors 
do not like dogs to go behind 
the handler and prefer that their 
students omit this exercise. If 
that is the case for you, have 
your dog bend tightly right and 
left, putting his nose to his hip. 

Side Stepping 
This exercise warms up the inside and outside muscles of 
each limb (adductors and abductors), core, shoulders, and 
hips. Stand with your dog perpendicular in front of you (like 
the letter “T”). Step into your dog so that he takes a sideways 
step away from you. Be sure that he maintains a flat back.  
Repeat to the dog’s other side.
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Backing Up 
Backing up improves your dog’s awareness of his hind feet and 
distributes weight to each individual rear foot. It is important 
that the dog’s rear legs extend straight out from under his hips 
(vs. shimmying his butt side to side) and that his back remains 
flat. Using a rear foot target such as a mat encourages the dog 
to reach while moving backward. Also note that your dog 
should be picking up each foot, not sliding the foot on the floor. 

bench helps keep his knees and feet tracking forward during 
the training process.

Folding Stand to Down Sphinx Position 
This exercise warms up the dog’s core muscle group, hips, 
shoulders, knees, elbows, and wrists. The front feet should 
not move while the dog rotates his shoulders and hips into 
a down sphinx position. Alternately, the front feet should not 
move while the dog rotates back to a stand. Having the dog 
go from a stand to a down while positioned on an aerobic 

Using an aerobic bench 
during the training 

process helps the dog 
keep his knees and feet 
tracking forward as he 

goes into a down.
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Trotting
Trotting movement is defined as opposing legs moving togeth-
er—right front with left rear and left front with right rear. The 
dog should trot in a straight line and in wide and tight circles in 
both directions. This movement rotates the hips independent-
ly, further warms up the joints, and increases his heart rate. 

After the Joints Are Warm
You can work at the practice jump after your dog’s joints are warm.

You can do few sprints with your dog chasing a ball or Frisbee 
after your dog’s joints are warm.

Keep in Mind

• Directional movements should be done in both directions 
equally: right and left, as well as backward and forward.

• Try to mimic the same speed in all directions.

• Your warm-up should continue until the very last minute  
before starting your turn.

• Your cool-down should start immediately following performance.

Bobbie Lyons, Cert CF has 9 years of experience training handlers and their performance dogs safe canine fitness practices. She obtained this knowledge by consulting 
with the leading veterinarians, rehabilitation specialists, and canine physical therapists to ensure proper position and technique to maximize the benefits of each exercise. 
Bobbie has five dogs and has trained in agility for over 12 years. She teaches students all over the world at classroom.daisypeel.com and travels offering workshops and 
clinics. Contact Bobbie through her website: www.pawsitive-performance.com.

Cool-Down
After your run, take special care to cool your dog down by 
using your warm-up routine in reverse (excluding the prac-
tice jump and toe warm-ups). Your cool-down should be long 
enough for your dog’s heart rate to return to normal, allowing 
for a smooth transition from exercise back to rest.

Final Points
It’s important not only to warm up your dog’s joints before 
agility runs, but also before  tossing a ball or Frisbee, hiking, 
swimming, endurance trot work, or other activities.

Not every environment is convenient for warm-ups. I have 
been told that many agility training centers do not have 
room for a handler and dog to warm up properly. So what do 
you do? The answer is the very best you can. In the absence 
of space or even time, think about movements you can do 
to warm up your dog’s major joints on the way out and back 
when pottying your dog before a run.  D
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