
Health and safety in HTM and Freestyle
- A presentation by veterinarian, Dog & Horse Chiropractor and Animal Acupuncturist 
Charlotte Frigast

Summary by Sonja Ordell Johannesen

”What you reward in the ring, is what people will do more of.”
With this statement Charlotte Frigast began her presentation on health and safety in our sport, 
encouraging us as judges to take an active part in ensuring that HTM and Freestyle dogs are being 
trained in a safe and healthy way.

Causes of injuries
In order for us to understand exactly why and how certain ways of training might be injurious to our 
dogs, Charlotte gave us a thorough introduction to the anatomy of dogs. She stressed that it is 
important to prevent micro traumas to any part of the body, as micro traumas can lead to macro 
traumas. She also warned that some of the dog’s growth plates won’t close until the dog is 
approximately two years old, and so you risk injuries if you train your dog in a way that is too 
straining at too young an age.

The whole body is connected through connective tissue, i.e. muscle chains with different pathways 
through the body. This means that injuries in one place of the body can create problems in another 
area.

The areas of the body where Charlotte sees the most injuries are the neck, the sacrum and the 
sacroiliac joint. These are some very important parts of the body. The way the neck is held 
influences the way the body moves, and Charlotte sees many examples of back pain disappearing 
after she has worked chiropractically with the neck. Extension and flexation of the back is of great 
importance to the dog’s ability to perform different types of moves, and the greatest flexion and 
extension in the back is in the lumbo-sacral junction. If the neck, sacrum and the sacroiliac joint are 
undamaged and in balance, injuries to other parts of the dog’s body will often correct themselves.

Greatest causes of injuries when training your dog:
- Speed
- Impact
- Lack of muscle strength
- Lack of core muscles (around vertebrae, hips, shoulders)
- Lack of coordination
- Lack of flexibility
- Bad angulations (affects muscles structure)

Signs of weaknesses or injuries:
- Calming signals
- Lameness
- Pace (in the pace, the two legs on the same side of the dog move forward together, unlike the trot, 
where the two legs diagonally opposite from each other move forward together) - in combination 
with other signs of weakness as some dogs are natural pacers.
- Lifting one leg more than the other - in combination with other signs of weakness
- Stiff back
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- Reluctance to turn one way, but not the other (e.g. when spinning)
- Reluctance to do hind leg work more than once
- Walking on a diagonal - in combination with other signs of weakness

Preventing injuries
Warming up / cooling off
One way of preventing injuries – besides building the necessary strength, balance and flexibility in 
the dog – is to take the time to do a proper warm-up before working the dog and to cool it off 
properly afterwards.

A good warm-up turns on the nervous system so that it goes from a state of rest to a state of activity, 
and it takes about 15-20 minutes of warming up before the nervous system is ready to perform at 
full activity level. A warm-up can consist of walking the dog at a relaxed pace, and walking is a 
good way of cooling off the dog after the activity as well. Cooling off is important in order to get 
the toxins out of the dog’s body after it has been put under stress by the activity.

Building strength and balance
One of the points that Charlotte emphasized many times during her lecture is the importance of 
building up the dog’s muscles. When joints are under stress the nervous system responds by 
contracting the muscle groups most appropriate to protecting the joint. E.g. when a dog lands after 
jumping, the joints of the forelimb are normally protected by an organized pattern of contraction 
and relaxation of the muscles that stabilize and cushion the joints preventing injury. 

To make our dogs strong enough to perform the different moves that we incorporate into our 
routines, it is important to train their muscles to give stability to the joints and to train the nervous 
system which signals to different parts of the body about how to move. It takes a long time to build 
up the muscles so that the dog is strong enough to perform to the maximum.

Ideally the exercise and training that we put our dogs through should include all four conditioning 
components: Balance, strength, endurance and flexibility. A lot of time people will spend a lot of 
time running or riding bikes with their dog, which will build up its’ endurance and is good for 
things such as strengthening the lungs – but it won’t build strength. In order to build up strength in 
the muscles, the dog needs to do slow exercises that activate the nervous system. 

Walking
A good exercise for building strength is walking at a slow pace (not trotting) up and down hills and 
in uneven terrain. Lots of slow walking in general is good for building muscle strength.

It is also worth taking into consideration that when the dog is walking slowly it is easier to see 
whether it might be compensating in order to spare a sore leg or something of that sort.

Working on a fitness ball
Another excellent way of building muscle strength in addition to building the dog’s sense of balance 
is exercises on a fitness ball (whether it be a traditional round fitness ball or in the shape of a 
peanut, an egg, a donut or a balance disc). Videos can be found on the internet showing the kind of 
exercises you can do with your dog on a fitness ball (search Youtube for ‘fitpaws’ for examples of 
videos).
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If the dog is doing exercises on top of the ball, the ball should be wider than the dog. Doing 
exercises on top of the ball strengthens the muscles in both the back, the sternum and the abdominal 
area of the dog, which will help stabilize it when doing moves like hind leg work.

A balance disc can be used by any size dog for working both the front and the rear parts of the dog. 
This will give the dog a strong muscular system and flexibility around the shoulders and the front 
legs, which will allow them to absorb the impact from jumps and prevent damage to the shoulder 
joint when making fast turns.

To begin with the dog should start out with around 5 minutes of training on the ball twice a day, 
building up to a 20 minute workout on the ball after a couple of weeks. After 3 months of training 
the muscles will be strong enough that you can cut down the exercises on the ball to 2-3 times a 
week.

Swimming vs. water walking
Swimming is generally known to be a good and gentle way of exercising your dog. But while it is 
good fitness training, it is not as effective in working with problem areas as is water walking. When 
water walking the dog needs to coordinate its’ movements in a different way than when swimming 
as it needs to work together with the ground (a moving ground if using a water walker).

When swimming the dog can use its’ body in any way it likes, and you won’t be able to see it if the 
dog is moving in a wrong way. When water walking the cooperation with the ground forces the dog 
to move in a certain way, and so you will be able to see any problems and can train them 
accordingly.

Water walking has another advantage in that it trains the proprioceptors that send information to the 
nervous system. This means that the dog won’t keep protecting an area after the pain has gone, 
which is something that if often the case with other kinds of exercise.

You can get you dog to do water walking when taking it to the beach in the summertime. The water 
should reach the dog’s elbows and it should be walking at a relaxed pace.

Early training
The lecture led to a number of discussions with lots of input from Charlotte as to how we transfer 
this knowledge to the way we train our dogs when doing HTM and Freestyle.

Charlotte stated that in early training it is important not to put too much speed in the moves or to do 
too many repetitions of a move. Jumps are also a bad idea while the dog is still young as they risk 
damaging the growth plates that haven’t yet closed. Also, the puppy (or adult dog, for that matter) 
should only work on an appropriate surface, i.e. one that is not too hard and not too slippery.

As Charlotte pointed out, puppies do a lot of different types of movements when playing, but they 
won’t repeat the same movement many times in a row. So any move that the puppy will perform on 
its’ own is okay to train – just not too many repetitions, and the moves should be done at a slow 
pace.

Sideways movements are good as they improve the dog’s coordination. Moves like “the elephant”, 
spins and weaves are all fine, as long as you keep the ‘not too many repetitions’ and ‘not too much 
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speed’ rules in mind. These rules apply to adult dogs as well as puppies. 

At what age should the dog start competing?
When discussing the appropriate age to start training and competing with your dog, it transpired that 
there is quite a difference as to what age the dog can start competing in different countries.

Examples of different age-related rules:

Finland and Denmark: The dog must be 10 months old to compete. 
Norway: The dog must be 12 months old to compete.
Germany and Switzerland: The dog must be 6 months old to compete in a fun class with certain 
restrictions (e.g. no jumps, no crawling, no hind leg work) and 15 months old to compete in an 
official class.
Great Britain: The dog must be 12 months old to compete in HTM and 18 months old to compete 
in Freestyle.

What kinds of moves are okay for the dog do?
Another discussion point was whether some moves can be harmful to the dog and should perhaps be 
banned. Charlotte’s general stand on this point is that she doesn’t see a need to ban moves.

Hind leg work
Hind leg work can be a way to build up core muscles if trained properly – however the rule of 
thumb is that the dog should at least be one year of age before starting to train this. The appropriate 
age to start hind leg work depends on the individual dog, though, and factors such as the size and 
muscle strength of the dog need to be taken into account. Heavy dogs should not do hind leg work 
at all, although a very few steps on their hind legs might be okay.

As with other moves, it is important not to do too much hind leg work at one time, so it is better for 
the dog to just take a few steps walking on its’ hind legs rather than 20, and to only train it in short 
training sessions with breaks in between. Jumping forwards on the hind legs is okay if it is done in a 
balanced way, but again, it shouldn’t be overdone. 

Handstand / tripod
The handstand and the tripod are moves that have been a topic of discussion in the Freestyle 
community, and they have been banned at Crufts. Charlotte doesn’t see a problem in doing these 
moves, although they shouldn’t be done by heavy dogs. In her opinion they can be seen as a sort of 
gymnastic exercise for the dog the same way that hind leg work can be. Of course, this is only the 
case if the dog has the necessary strength and balance for it.

Charlotte explained that the impact of landing after a jump is harder on the dog than doing a 
handstand. That being said, she would only want to see this moved performed once during a routine 
and only briefly. So a few steps on the front legs are fine, whereas 20 steps are too much.

Backing up
When backing up it is best for the dog to move at a slow pace. But if the dog is backing up at full 
speed, it is better for it to be moving one leg at a time so that it is still actually walking backwards, 
rather than jumping backwards as some dogs tend to do when doing the move at full speed. As with 
any other move, doing a few steps is better than doing 20-30 steps. If the handler wants to show that 
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the dog can do nice distance work, a solution might be to let the dog back up five steps, do a trick, 
back up five more steps, do another trick and so on.

Unnatural head positions
In Germany and Switzerland they are seeing a growing trend of dogs holding their heads vertically 
up in the air when doing heelwork. This is done to make the dogs lift their front legs high up in the 
air (“Spanish steps”) when moving in a heelwork position, as this tends to look flashy and 
impressive. It is hard to mark down these dogs as they are usually also very well trained and often 
more precise in their positions than the dogs with a more relaxed head position.

As already mentioned, Charlotte sees many examples of back pain connected to injuries in the neck. 
Therefore she doesn’t think it a good idea for a dog to be holding its’ head vertically up in the air 
during a whole routine. In her opinion it is okay to show the Spanish steps for a short time during 
the routine, but then the dog should go back to holding its’ head in a more relaxed position.

Charlotte is also opposed to the exaggerated turning of the neck and head when doing heelwork that 
is often seen in competitive obedience.  In HTM we have the advantage of having the dog working 
on both sides of us so that the neck will be turned both to the right and to the left depending on the 
position the dog is in. This provides more balance, but Charlotte still doesn’t believe that the neck 
turn should be too exaggerated or that any awkward neck position should be held for a long stretch 
of time.

When doing heelwork the dog will usually turn its’ neck to some degree in order to look at the 
handler. Fortunately, you can do a lot with stretching and counter movements in order to prevent 
injuries. As handlers, we have to train both the dog’s neck and its’ balance – e.g. on fitness balls - so 
that it is trained to work in these awkward positions. Once the dog’s muscles and nervous system is 
strong, it will be able to do the heelwork moves without injury.

What can we do when judging?
Several times during the presentation the discussion turned to what we as judges can do to ensure 
that competitors don’t train their dogs in ways that can cause injuries. Of course, we can never 
directly control what people do in their training, but as Charlotte started out by saying, we can 
decide what to reward in the ring, which will to a large extent be what the competitors will take as 
guidelines as to what they should train with their dogs.

Charlotte believes that it would be better in any given routine if the dog does the same move for a 
short time several different times during the routine than if it does the same move just once but for a 
longer stretch of time. E.g. it would be better for the dog to do just a few spins or five weaves at one 
point in the routine and then repeat the move later on than to do a bunch of spins or 20 weaves at 
once. Also, she believes that it would be better to not perform every move at top speed, but instead 
show the coordination and control of the dog by performing moves at a slower pace.

In any move, we as judges should look at whether the dog looks unbalanced or uncomfortable when 
performing the move. If that is the case, we should give lower points in order to show that that is 
not what we want to see in the ring. If the dog looks balanced and comfortable it is probably okay 
for it to do and has probably been trained well to do that move.

Suggestions
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Charlotte wrapped up her presentation by bringing a couple of ideas to the table regarding what we 
as judges can further do to prevent injuries to the dogs competing in our sport.

X-rays
One suggestion is to recommend doing an X-ray examination of the dog to diagnose hip dysplasia 
or elbow dysplasia before serious training is started. Should there be a problem with the hips or 
elbows, this doesn’t necessarily means that the dog can’t train or compete – it just means that the 
handler can take that knowledge into account when deciding which moves to do or not to do and 
how to train them.

Watch the dog walk
Another suggestion was for the judges to watch the dogs walk and trot before they do their routines 
in order to determine whether they show signs of limping or other awkward movements that might 
indicate injury. A lot of awkward movements will be hidden when the dog is working and moving at 
speed, and so it might not be possible during the routine to decide whether or not a dog is lame or 
the like.

Or, as a less extensive solution, Charlotte suggested that the judges should be able to ask the handler 
to walk the dog back and forth after the routine if any of the judges had been in doubt as to whether 
the dog was showing signs of injury during the routine. 

The presentation gave us all a lot of food for thought and provided us with important knowledge  
that we can use when training our dogs or judging other people’s routines. Thank you to Charlotte  
Frigast.
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