
MWD Enrichment Activity Overview – Physical Fitness Training 

1. Basic Description of the Activity

This guide outlines a formalized physical fitness program designed to assess and develop an 
MWD's fitness. This is a high-intensity activity that complements, but is distinct from, routine 
mission or task training. The program uses structured exercises to build the strength, stability, 
mobility, and proprioception (body awareness) necessary to enhance operational performance 
and reduce the risk of musculoskeletal injury. The core principle is progressive, voluntary training 
using positive reinforcement. 

2. Enrichment Categories Covered
• Physical: Targets core and stabilizing muscles not typically engaged in routine duties.

Develops strength, muscular endurance, and balance.

• Cognitive: Actively engages the MWD in learning and executing specific, controlled
movements, which enhances body awareness and problem-solving.

• Social: Requires consistent, focused one-on-one interaction with a handler,
strengthening their bond and communication.

• Sensory: Stimulates the senses of touch (various surfaces like blocks and balance
discs), sight (luring), and taste (food rewards).

3. Logistics Required
• Equipment:

• Concrete blocks or commercial equivalents (e.g., Klimb platforms).

• Wooden board for balance beam (approx. 10-12" wide x 8-10' long).

• Unstable surfaces (e.g., inflatable balance discs, FitPAWS K9FITbone).

• High-value food rewards for both intermittent and sustained reinforcement.

• A purpose-made low pulling harness (e.g., Non-stop dogwear Nansen Stick
Harness), appropriate sled (e.g., Rogue Pack Sled) and weights, and tether
for Sled Drags.

• Access to water and proactive cooling methods (e.g., pool, hose).

• Space & Building:

• A quiet, low-distraction area with a flat, non-slip surface.

• Sufficient space to set up exercises and safely conduct movements.



4. Getting Started: Prerequisites

• For the Human:
• Must be proficient in luring and shaping behaviors with food-based positive

reinforcement.

• Must be able to recognize signs of fatigue, stress, and overheating in MWDs.

• Must understand how to perform proper warm-up and cool-down exercises.

• Must be competent in setting up equipment and demonstrating proper exercise form.

• For the Dog:
• Must have full medical clearance from the VCO/VMO for high-intensity activity.

• Must be gradually and voluntarily acclimated to new equipment and exercises.

• Should be comfortable accepting food rewards and working closely with the handler.

• Must be given an opportunity to eliminate before the session begins.

Pre-Session Protocol: Dynamic Warm-Up (5 min) 

Conduct 3–5 minutes of dynamic exercises to increase body temperature and prepare muscles. 

1. Paws-Up: Perform 5 sets of a 3-second stretch, luring the MWD's front paws onto
an object (approx. chest height) to extend the hips and abdomen.

2. Play Bow: Lure the MWD into a "play bow" position to stretch the hamstrings. Perform 5
sets of 3-second holds.

3. Figure-8s: Have the MWD perform 3–5 rapid Figure-8s around two cones (or the
handler's legs) to promote spinal flexibility.

Main Activity: 30–60 minutes per day, 5–7 days per week 

This program focuses on different aspects of fitness. Incorporate a mix of these exercises into 
sessions as appropriate for the MWD's goals and condition. 

• Sample Weekly Schedule:
• Monday – Muscular and neuromuscular fitness (Squat, Plank, and Balance Beam)
• Tuesday – Endurance (Treadmill)
• Wednesday – Muscular and neuromuscular fitness (HL Pivot, Chipmunk, and

Backing-Up)
• Thursday – Active rest and paw pad conditioning (long on-leash rough terrain walk)
• Friday – Muscular fitness (Sled Drag)
• Saturday – Endurance (Treadmill)
• Sunday – Rest



Post-Session Protocol: Cool-Down (5 min) 

1. Active Cool-Down: Conduct a 3–5 minute cool-down walk.

2. Static Stretches: Perform a 15-second Paws-Up and a 15-second Play Bow stretch.

3. Monitoring: Check paws, pads, and nails for injury and visually monitor the MWD for 15
minutes post-activity.

• Muscular Fitness Exercises:
• Squat: MWD places front paws on an elevated platform, sits onto a lower one, and

stands back up to strengthen hip and leg extensors.

• Hindlimb (HL) Pivot: With front paws on a block, the MWD sidesteps with its
hindpaws, developing hip stability.

• Plank: MWD holds a "bridge" position with front and hind paws on separate blocks
to build core stability.

• Chipmunk ("Sit Pretty"): An advanced exercise performed from a square sit;
the MWD holds its forelimbs off the ground with its back straight to engage core
muscles. This requires significant foundational strength.

• Sled Drag: Using a purpose-made low pulling harness and appropriate sled, the
MWD performs pulling intervals at a trot with moderate resistance to develop
hindlimb extension muscular endurance.

• Neuromuscular Fitness Exercises (Proprioception, Agility, and Coordination):
• Backing-Up and Over: The MWD moves backward in a straight line, eventually

progressing to backing up and over small obstacles to improve body awareness.

• Balance Beam: The MWD performs slow, controlled movements such as
walking, sit-to-stand transitions, and turns on an elevated beam to improve
balance.

• Endurance Exercises:
• On/Off-Leash Trotting and Walking: Foundational for acclimation and paw

conditioning.

• Treadmill Trotting: Follows a progressive program based on endurance
assessments. MWDs are assessed by trotting on an incline (starting at 0%, then
5%, then 10%) until they reach moderate exertion (K9-RPE Level 4) or a
maximum of 30 minutes. A conditioning program of 3-5 weekly sessions with
increasing duration is then used to build endurance and achieve the 30-minute
goal at each incline level before progressing to the next.



Reading Your MWD: Assessing Exertion 

The handler's primary job is to watch the dog for signs of fatigue, not just complete the repetitions. 
Stop the session if the MWD shows signs of moderate to high exertion.  

• Form: Is the dog's movement smooth and controlled or sloppy and unstable? Are they
consistently failing to hold proper posture?

• Reward Interest: Is the dog eager for treats or are they refusing them or taking them
without enthusiasm?

• Physical Signs: Look for muscle fasciculations (tremors), excessive panting, or
reluctance to perform the next repetition.

Safety Considerations 

• Handler Focus: The handler's sole attention must be on the MWD's form and comfort.

• Progression: Do not advance exercise difficulty (e.g., height, instability, resistance) until
the MWD has mastered the current level. Proper form is more important than speed or
repetitions.

• Meal Timing: Do not conduct this activity within 30 minutes before or 60 minutes after a
meal.

• Contraindications: Dogs with suspected or diagnosed spine, hip, or stifle
abnormalities should only perform these exercises under the guidance of a veterinarian.

• Thermal Injury: This is a high-intensity activity. Proactively monitor for overheating
and have cooling methods readily available.




