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Canine and feline physical rehabilitation  
has come a long way since its inception.  

Veterinary medicine followed human 
medicine’s advancements, making 
adaptations to benefit patients.  
Incorporating physical rehabilitation 

into primary care practice provides an 
important strategy to expand services, 
enhance job satisfaction, and add 
value for clients and patients.  

Rehabilitation tools, Page 26
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Treating separation anxiety in dogs 
By Don Vaughan
Frequent episodes of separation anxiety 
can have a detrimental effect on the pet’s 
mental and physical health. The treatment 
often requires a two-pronged approach: 
the use of medications in conjunction with 
behavioral modification. 
Separation anxiety, Page 28

By Charlotte Weir
Veterinary medicine is rapidly evolving, with 
staffing shortages, new technologies, and 
rising client demands reshaping practice. 
Let’s explore why change management is 
now essential for leaders striving to support 
teams, improve care, and stay competitive.
Recruitment and retention, Page 18

A look at some easy-to-add  
rehabilitation tools for your clinic

Discs, donuts, 
 and balance balls
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Tips for recruitment and retention
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Figure 1 and 2

Figure 3 and 4

The use of cavaletti poles can help patients improve their limb and joint mobility, as well as their torso flexibility. 

Canine and feline physical 
rehabilitation has come 
a long way since its 

inception. Veterinary medicine 
followed human medicine’s 
a d v a n c e m e n t s ,  m a k i n g 
adaptations to benefit veterinary 
patients. Many of the essential 
tools and techniques used in 
human physical therapy have 
been successfully adapted to 
help dogs and cats improve their 
comfort, function, and mobility. 
While many people conjure 
images of underwater treadmills 
when they think of veterinary 
rehabilitation, there is so much 
more to it. Fundamental physical 
rehabilitation equipment is both 
affordable and fun to use—for 
patients and practitioners.

Why is physical 
rehabilitation important, 
and who can benefit?
At least 20 percent of canine and 
feline patients across all ages 
suffer from osteoarthritis.1,2 With 
age, that percentage increases. 
Additionally, at any time, most 
veterinary practices have patients 
recovering from orthopedic or 
neurologic surgeries. These are 
patients whose comfort and 
function are usually compromised, 
and those that can benefit from 
physical rehabilitation.  

While there are specialty 
veterinary practices dedicated 
to rehabilitation, there are not 
nearly enough to serve all the 
needy patients. Here are some 
examples of physical rehabilitation 
equipment that are fundamental 
and easy to incorporate into any 

practice in order to serve this 
patient population.

Balance building
Balance is critical to normal gait 
and to comfortably navigating 
both indoor  and outdoor 
environments, making balance 
training an important part of 
physical rehabilitation. The 
necessary equipment for balance 
work is varied, straightforward, 
and easy to use.

Walking, standing, and reaching 
for treats on an uneven and shifting 
surface are excellent balance 
builders. Using a partially inflated 
camping air mattress is low-tech 
but highly effective. A rocker board 
or wobble board can contribute, as 
well.  Inflatable discs, donuts, and 
peanuts can also provide shifting 
surfaces to challenge balance in 
various ways (Figures 1 and 2).

Stretching and flexibility
Stretching, both passive and 
active, is important to restoring 
a n d  s u p p o r t i n g  n o r m a l 
movement .  Pass ive  sp ine 
stretching by draping the patient 
over an inflatable peanut or 
exercise ball achieves a soothing 
stretch that the patient cannot 
achieve on their own.  

Active stretching, for instance, 
reaching for treats, works both 
stretching and balance if the 
patient stands on an unstable 
surface and shifts their weight 
as they reach in dif ferent 
directions. This provides a 
whole-body benefit.

A combination of poles and 
cones with holes at various 
heights can serve a dual purpose.  

Poles from cone to cone create 
a cavaletti pole course (Figures 3 
and 4) to encourage the patient 
to high-step, improving limb and 
joint mobility. With a quick switch, 
the poles can be placed upright 
into the cones to create a weave-
pole course. Weaving back and 
forth works on torso flexibility and 
challenges foot placement with 
changing directions.

Resistance bands come in 
various strengths and can be 
fashioned to provide additional 
challenges for the patient 
building function and strength.

Adding equipment  
and finding guidance
There are now several companies 
offering rehabilitation equipment 
specifically for veterinary use. 
Additionally, school supply 
companies are a good source 
for some items, such as cones 
and poles. Finally, physical 
therapy supply companies are 

Canine and feline physical rehabilitation is more than just underwater treadmills. There are several options 
available to veterinary practices that are more affordable to use and feasible to acquire.

A dog balancing on a rocker board. Balance training is 
essential in physical rehabilitation to help patients with 
gait and navigating their environment.

PH
OT

OS
 C

OU
RT

ES
Y D

R.
 RO

BIN
 D

OW
NI

NG

26  l  Veterinary Practice News  l  June 2026 VeterinaryPracticeNews.com



a great source of a wide variety 
of equipment that can be easily 
adapted for use with cats and dogs.

I n c o r p o ra t i n g  p hy s i c a l 
rehabilitation into primary care 
practice provides an important 
strategy to expand services, 
enhance job satisfaction for the 
veterinary health care team, and 
add value for clients and patients.  

Many fundamental physical 
rehabilitation techniques and 
activities are easy to learn and 
apply with a bit of study and 
practice thanks to several 
excellent textbooks as well as 
online learning. The following 
texts (not an exhaustive list) 
provide excellent descriptions of 
rehabilitation applications and 
techniques, along with pictures. 
They provide practical guidance 
on developing appropriate 
protocols and plans for specific 
conditions. In addition, they 
have websites that provide 
videos to enhance the ability to 
learn and apply rehabilitation  
techniques appropriately.
1.  Canine Rehabilitation and 

Physical Therapy, 2nd ed. Darryl 
Millis, David Levine, eds. Elsevier 
Saunders, Philadelphia, 2014.

2.  Essential Facts of Physical 
Medicine, Rehabilitation and 
Sports Medicine in Companion 
Animals. Barbara Bockstahler, 
ed. VBS GmbH, Babenhausen, 
Germany, 2019. (Available from 
www.utvetrehab.com )

3.  Physical Rehabilitation for 
Veterinary Technicians and 
Nurses, 2nd ed. Mary Ellen 
Goldberg, Julia E. Tomlinson, 
eds.  John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 
Hoboken, NJ, 2024.

Likewise, online courses are 
available for deeper dives into 
veterinary physical rehabilitation.

With a  very  reasonable 
investment of dollars, time, 
energy, and practice, dogs and 
cat patients whose quality 
of movement and quality of 
life can be improved have the 
opportunity to live both better 
and (potentially) longer.  

A t  i t s  c o r e ,  p h y s i c a l 
rehabilitation supports the 
precious human-animal bond—
the profession’s central reason for 
being. Be bold and go for it. The 
rewards are immeasurable. 
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