
The role of physiotherapy in the management of arthritis 

 

The successful management of osteoarthritis is multi-factorial. A good quality 

of life will depend on a balance between modified/appropriate exercise, 

weight management and pain relief as necessary. Physiotherapy, hydrotherapy and 

other complementary therapies such as acupuncture can also offer significant benefits in 

helping to manage pain, improving joint function and promoting strength and mobility.  

 

It is important to maintain mobility in the affected joints and keep your dog as comfortable 

as possible to avoid secondary problems. Physiotherapy techniques can help to achieve this 

and optimise your dog’s comfort. There are also some techniques that the physiotherapist 

can show you how to do at home, such as passive joint range of motion (PROM), massage 

and specific rehabilitation exercises.  

 

Often, if one body part is sore, your dog will compensate and alter his/her movement 

patterns in order to be more comfortable. Over time the arthritic joint may get stiffer and 

the surrounding muscle gets weaker secondary to disuse. In turn this may cause more 

problems in the arthritic joint and more compensation (vicious cycle), leading to secondary 

muscle pain, especially in areas such as the shoulders and spinal muscles  

 

The use of non-steroidal anti-inflammatory medication (NSAIDs) is also usually very 

effective in managing pain and is sometimes used on a long term basis depending on the 

patient. There are other means of providing pain relief if your dog is not able to tolerate 

medication. The long-term goal is to achieve consistent levels of comfort and function so 

your dog can enjoy the best quality of life possible for as long as possible.  

 

Things to consider that will help are: 

1. Making sure your dog is NOT OVER WEIGHT 

2. CONTOLLED exercise - stop ball throwing, avoid excessive exercise, keep it consistent 

3. AVOIDING stairs and jumping on & off furniture 

4. AVOIDING slippery flooring (put non-slip mats down) 

5. Consider a RAMP or STEP to help your dog in & out of the car or LIFT in & out if possible  

6. Provide a good quality foam bed to allow limbs to stretch out & provide joint support  

7. Consider a joint supplement to help support cartilage & joint health 

8. ACUPUNCTURE for PAIN MANAGEMENT 
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1. WEIGHT MANAGEMENT 

If your dog is carrying extra weight it will make it harder for them to cope with the 

effects of arthritis and could increase pain and accelerate the disease process. If you 

need help with your dog’s weight management and deciding on the best nutrition for 

your dog – please contact Sarah. As a guideline, your dogs’ ribs should be easy to feel, 

they should have a defined waist and a tucked up lower abdomen   

 

2. CONTROLLED EXERCISE 

In an acute flare up or if your dog is persistently lame or stiff after exercise and or rest, 

then exercise must be better CONTROLLED. This involves a change in the type and 

amount of exercise you give your dog. For example; 

• NO BALL THROWING OR CHASING 

• KEEP ON LEAD & DO SHORTER WALKS  -until symptoms settle down 

(Then progress to a long line/ flexi lead or off lead as appropriate to condition) 

• MINIMISE boisterous/contact play and running / playing with other dogs, 

although still allow them to socialise in a more controlled manner 

 

3. MAKING LIFESTYLE CHANGES 

• AVOIDING stairs and jumping on & off furniture. This stops the joints being 

repeatedly aggravated 

• AVOIDING slippery flooring (put non-slip mats down) 

• Consider a RAMP or STEP to help your dog in & out of the car or LIFT in & out  

• Provide a good quality foam bed rather than a moulded plastic bed. This allows 

your dog to stretch out the limbs  & also provides joint support 

 

These changes are easy to implement and can make a profound improvement  

to your dog’s comfort and function. 

 

4. Ongoing physiotherapy sessions for long term management 

Therapeutic laser and soft tissue massage amongst other modalities, can be used by 

your physiotherapist to reduce pain in acute flare-ups of the disease and to help 

provide long term pain management. In some cases, sessions every 4-8 weeks can 

help manage discomfort and stay on top of secondary muscle tension.  


