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Mental Stimulation  

for dogs  

on restricted exercise or 

crate rest 
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Maintaining restricted exercise after an 

operation or injury is not easy. 

 

 

If you have been advised that you must restrict your dog’s activity following surgery 

or while she recuperates from muscle or joint injuries this leaflet is for you. 

 

However, you must follow any instructions provided by your Vet. 

 

Trying to keep a dog content and calm whilst off their paws can be quite a challenge. 

 

With a little bit of preparation and planning you can make the process more 

manageable for you and your dog. 
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Mental stimulation 

Mental stimulation can take many forms. 

Meal times can be made interesting without too much physical exercise.  A stuffed 

Kong, Buster cube, biscuit maze, snuffle mat or green feeder will encourage foraging. 

There are various interactive feeders available.   

 

 

 
 

A dog’s ability to smell and interpret the smells depends on a complicated chemical 

sensing system. Dogs have around 250 million scent receptors in the nose. Humans 

have only five million. A large proportion of a dog’s brain is devoted to scent. 

The nose is the fastest route information can get to the brain. Dogs simply love to use 

their nose and not only that, doing so tires them out just as much, if not more, than 

physical exercise! 
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Feeding mats 

 

Using a feeding mat helps dogs learn to relax and use their natural ability – sniffing.  

These can be used to provide small amounts of novel food. Encouraging your dog to 

sniff out food on a feeding mat promotes confidence, helps them to relax as various 

hormone levels reduce and mentally tires them out.   

Be creative and use different foods – this will help keep your dog’s interest.  Semi-

moist smelly food will get your dog working (the mats are washable)! Try using flaked 

tuna, grated chicken, mince, lamb etc. If you are concerned about your dog’s weight, 

adjust their daily food allowance.  

  

If your dog is allowed on lead gentle exercise, try creating scent trails.  Lay a line of 

small food treats with a small pile at the end.  Encourage your dog to follow the trail 

using a harness and lead. Once your dog is proficient at following the trail you can 

increase the difficulty, hiding treats behind garden pots etc. 

If your dog is too excited to begin with, try using a few pieces of their daily allowance 

rather than treats or novel food. 
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Providing it does not cause too much excitement, you can also provide a meal in this 

way.  Scatter their portion of dried food across the garden and then go out with your 

dog on harness and lead.  Allow your dog to move around following the food scents. 

 

 

 

You can also use small amounts of novel grated food such as chicken, beef, carrots 

etc. depending upon your dog’s preference.  

Sprinkle a small amount over a large area and then take your dog out on harness and 

lead.  Your dog should work slowly and methodically across the garden sniffing out 

the food.   

If you have dog friendly trees or bushes in your garden, try putting pieces of food on 

them to find. Ensure they are within reach to avoid encouraging your dog to jump up. 
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Fun training 

Fun training is great for a dog’s brain.  

Tricks are a good way to get a dog thinking. Learning tricks challenges the mind and 

makes many dogs tired without physical exercise. 

It is important to choose tricks that do not compromise your dog’s recuperation.  

Clicker training or reward marker training can be used to teach a few tricks, even 

while a dog is on crate rest. 

 

 

 

Clicker or reward marker training 

 

The first thing we need to do is “charge” the clicker or verbal cue/hand signal.  You 

may prefer to use a verbal cue such as “Yes” rather than a clicker.  Both work just as 

well.  

Before we can use a clicker/reward marker, we need to create the association that 

the clicker sound means a reward is coming. You will need to decide which you wish 

to use and have around 50 pea-sized treats ready. With your dog inside the crate (if 

crate rest is needed), decide what you wish to teach. 

Click the clicker or say the cue and immediately give a small food treat while your dog 

is lying down in the crate.  Repeat 20 times. 

Now that the association has been made you are ready to begin the fun training. 
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Teach your dog to nose touch your hand  

 

Hold out one flat hand after you have rubbed it with a tiny food treat in and wait for 

your dog to touch your hand with his nose.  Immediately he does this click or say 

your chosen reward marker and give the treat.  Repeat several times.  You can now 

add a cue such as Touch.  As soon as his nose touches your hand, click and say 

Touch, give the food treat. 

Once your dog is proficient at responding you can try other items and ask him to 

touch them with his nose.  Repeat the steps above for each item. 

 

Beaker hide and seek 

Use three plastic cups or beakers.  Place one with a treat underneath.  Line them up 

close to your dog.   

Decide whether you wish your dog to touch with his paw or his nose.   

Wait for him to try and immediately click (or say your reward marker) when he 

touches the beaker with a treat under and lift the beaker to give him the treat.  Once 

he gets the idea, you can slide the beakers around with a treat under to make it more 

difficult. 

 

Find the treat  

Place a small food treat into your palm and make a loose, palm-down fist. Then, with 

your dog sitting in front of you, offer her that fist, and let her sniff. While doing so, 

say “Find it!” Once she has sniffed it, open your hand and offer the treat. Repeat 

several times so that she understands “Find it”. Without her seeing you do this, place 

a treat in one loose palm-down fist and hold out both hands saying, “Find it”. When 

she sniffs at the treat hand, open your hand to give her the treat. Repeat this, 

alternating the hand in which you place the treat. 
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You can teach many things that do not involve moving or standing up.  Capture the 

behaviour you want to teach.  Wait for him to do something such as scratch his ear, 

move his paw, place his head down and then click (or say your reward marker), 

giving the action a name and give a small food treat.   

E.g. 

Teach your dog to cross his front paws 

Teach your dog to touch his nose with his paws 

Teach your dog to put his head between his paws 

 

Do not force his paw or head to move.  This is not force free training 

Never click without giving a reward 

Never use the sound of the clicker to get her attention 

Try to avoid handling food until you have given the click.  Training works less well if 

you are fiddling with food as she won't be concentrating on what she is doing when 

the next click happens. 
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Gentle Massage 

Gentle massage can help relax dogs, reduce stress and help with their circulation 

while on restricted exercise.  Avoid the injured area and check with your Vet before 

using this technique.  The picture below shows gentle skin lifts being used. Gently lift 

the skin, hold and release. This helps to bring fresh arterial blood to the area, 

promoting a calming effect. 

 

TTouch©  

The TTouch© method was developed by Linda Tellington-Jones and is a non-invasive 

way of providing massage. To use TTouch©, imagine the face of a clock on your dog’s 

body, half an inch to one inch in diameter. Place your lightly curved fingers at six 

o'clock on your imaginary clock, and lightly push the skin around the face of the clock 

for one and a quarter circles in a clockwise direction.  

 

TTouch pressures range on a scale from one to nine. Use the "one pressure" as a 

guideline.  
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To establish this criterion, place your thumb against your cheek. With the tip of your 

middle finger push the skin on your eyelid in a circle and a quarter with the lightest 

possible contact. Make sure you move the skin, not just sliding over it. Take your 

finger away and repeat this movement on your forearm, to get a sense of the 

pressure. Observe how little of an indentation you make in the skin. This is what is 

called a "one pressure" TTouch. 

 

 

Please remember to watch your dog closely for any signs of stress or discomfort. 

 

Signs of stress may include: 

 

Excessive or over yawning 

Licking lips or nose repeatedly 

Panting 

Drooling 

Turning head away from you 

Trying to move away 

Freezing 

Ears pinned back 

Whale eye 

Corners of mouth pinned back 

Licking or scratching themselves  

Blinking rapidly 
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If your dog is ball obsessed this may not be a good activity for him as it may cause 

over excitement. Use different toys instead of balls if they are likely to increase his 

excitement. 

Place a few treats into a muffin tin and cover with tennis balls.  This activity can be 

carried out with dogs on crate rest.   

 

 

 

Puzzle toys are a great way to stimulate dogs on restricted exercise. 

 

 

In order to maintain interest in puzzle toys vary the food/treats that you use. 
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Lay out an old towel on the floor.  Drop a couple of food treats and cover them with a 

quarter length of the towel.  Drop a couple more treats and fold over again. Make it 

simple to begin with while your dog gets to know the game.  Crated dogs can still 

play this game using their noses and paws. 

       

 

 

 

You can increase the level of difficulty by making more folds or even rolling the towel. 

An old item of clothing such as a t-shirt will work just as well. 
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Safe chew toys 

Chewing is a natural stress-reducing activity. Chewing leads to the release of calming 

hormones; chewing makes dogs feel good.  

Dogs that chew regularly have access to a great, natural way of self-soothing. 

 

Ensure you supervise your dog with chew toys and that you buy the correct size for 

your dog.  If the chew toy is becoming worn it should be discarded. 

Alternatively, buy some healthy chew treats such as pizzle or bully sticks or vegetable 

dental sticks. 

 


