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DESCRIPTION
Aquatic therapy has become an increasingly recognized approach
in the rehabilitation of companion animals, particularly dogs
and, to a lesser extent, cats. As veterinary medicine advances,
there is growing emphasis on improving quality of life, restoring
mobility, and supporting long-term recovery following injury,
surgery, or chronic disease. Water-based rehabilitation offers a
unique therapeutic environment that differs substantially from
land-based exercise. The physical properties of water, including
buoyancy, resistance, and hydrostatic pressure, create conditions
that allow animals to move with reduced joint loading while still
engaging muscles and neural pathways essential for functional
recovery.

Companion animals commonly require rehabilitation due to
orthopedic injuries, neurologic disorders, degenerative joint
disease, obesity, and post-operative recovery. Traditional
rehabilitation exercises performed on land can be limited by
pain, instability, or fear of movement. Aquatic therapy provides
an alternative environment where movement is easier to initiate
and sustain. Buoyancy reduces the effective body weight of the
animal, allowing joints to move through a greater range of
motion with less discomfort. This reduction in mechanical stress
is especially beneficial for animals with arthritis, hip dysplasia, or
spinal conditions, where weight-bearing can exacerbate
symptoms.

Hydrostatic pressure contributes to therapeutic outcomes by
providing uniform compression around the body. This pressure
can help reduce edema, improve circulation, and support joint
stability during movement. Enhanced blood flow supports tissue
oxygenation and nutrient delivery, which are important for
healing. Additionally, the warmth of therapeutic pools can
promote muscle relaxation and reduce stiffness, making
movement more comfortable for animals experiencing chronic
pain or muscle tension.

Aquatic therapy is widely applied in post-surgical rehabilitation.
Following procedures such as cranial cruciate ligament repair,
fracture fixation, or spinal surgery, controlled movement is

essential to prevent muscle atrophy and joint stiffness. Water-
based exercise allows animals to begin rehabilitation earlier than 
would be feasible on land. Early movement helps maintain joint 
health, supports neuromuscular re-education, and can shorten 
overall recovery time. Structured aquatic sessions are typically 
integrated into a broader rehabilitation plan that includes land 
exercises, manual therapy, and home care.

Neurologic conditions also benefit from aquatic rehabilitation. 
Animals with intervertebral disc disease, peripheral nerve 
injuries, or age-related neurologic decline may experience 
weakness, impaired coordination, or altered proprioception. The 
supportive environment of water reduces fear of falling and 
allows animals to practice walking patterns with greater 
confidence. Repetitive movement in water reinforces neural 
pathways involved in gait and posture, supporting functional 
improvement over time. The sensory input provided by water 
contact may also enhance body awareness and motor control.

Obesity is a growing concern in companion animal health, 
contributing to joint disease, cardiovascular strain, and reduced 
lifespan. Aquatic therapy provides a low-impact method for 
increasing physical activity in overweight animals that may 
struggle with land-based exercise. Swimming or underwater 
treadmill sessions allow for calorie expenditure while minimizing 
stress on joints. Regular participation in aquatic exercise can 
support weight management efforts when combined with dietary 
adjustments and lifestyle changes.

The psychological benefits of aquatic therapy should not be 
overlooked. Many animals experience anxiety, fear, or frustration 
during rehabilitation, particularly when movement is painful or 
difficult. A calm aquatic environment, guided by trained 
professionals, can promote relaxation and positive engagement. 
Over time, animals often develop increased confidence in their 
ability to move, which can improve compliance and overall well-
being. For some animals, aquatic sessions become a source of 
enrichment and mental stimulation in addition to physical 
therapy.

Facilities offering aquatic therapy for companion animals 
typically include underwater treadmills, swimming pools, or
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primary veterinarian supports continuity of care and informed 
decision-making.

In conclusion, aquatic therapy represents a valuable component 
of companion animal rehabilitation. By leveraging the physical 
properties of water, it supports movement with reduced joint 
stress while promoting strength, coordination, and confidence. 
Its applications span orthopedic recovery, neurologic 
rehabilitation, weight management, and chronic pain support. 
When integrated into a comprehensive rehabilitation plan and 
guided by trained professionals, aquatic therapy can enhance 
recovery outcomes and improve quality of life for companion 
animals. Continued research, education, and clinical refinement 
will further strengthen its role within modern veterinary care.
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both. Underwater treadmills allow precise control over water 
depth, speed, and duration, making them suitable for structured 
gait training. Swimming pools provide free movement and are 
often used for endurance and strengthening exercises. In both 
settings, trained personnel monitor the animal closely, adjusting 
parameters as needed and ensuring proper support and 
encouragement.

The role of the rehabilitation professional is central to the 
success of aquatic therapy. Veterinary physiotherapists, 
rehabilitation veterinarians, and trained technicians guide 
exercise selection, progression, and monitoring. Their expertise 
ensures that sessions are aligned with therapeutic goals and that 
signs of fatigue, discomfort, or stress are promptly addressed. 
Communication between the rehabilitation team and the
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