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SILENT SUFFERING
Back and Body Pain in Dogs
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Dogs often don’t show that they’re experiencing back or 
body pain. With the right approach, it can be successfully 
identified and relieved.

Dr Edward Bassingthwaighte is a holistic home visit vet living in Australia. He came to the 
holistic way of treatment through needing to explore alternatives to heal himself from chronic 
fatigue syndrome. You can read many entertaining and informative veterinary stories at his 
website thehealingvet.com

 Many years ago, a chance meeting with 
an innovative horse vet changed my 
life. He worked with racehorses who 

were plagued with chronic forelimb lameness but 
had not been diagnosed with any pathology, even 
after multiple x-rays and nerve blocks. He took these 
horses, anesthetized them, then carefully stretched 
and mobilized their necks. Afterwards, the lameness 
went away, and many of them returned to race and 
even win. I was fascinated and believed that if this 
treatment worked for racehorses, it could for dogs. 
Thereafter, I rather obsessively assessed and massaged 
and mobilized the neck, back and tail of every dog I 
came across. 

I taught myself how to help dogs with spinal and/or 
body pain and tension by working directly on the body 
by simply doing: seeking out spots or bands of pain or 
tension, working them out with my fingers, getting to 
know how healthy spinal joints felt, and whether they 
were locked up or stiff, then gently mobilizing and 
releasing them. Later I learned human massage from 
a master massage therapist and trained in several 
energy healing modalities. Mostly, I placed my hands 

on dogs, felt out the problems, and went to work to 
release pain and tension. I never applied the same 
treatment twice, as every dog is unique. I find that the 
most important body system to release is the con-
nective tissue - the framework that holds everything 
together.

So … how many dogs are suffering from back or body 
pain? Many dogs whose owners think they are per-
fectly healthy and comfortable are in fact living with 
chronic back and/or body pain. On average, about 60 
percent of the dogs that I lay my hands on have signif-
icant back and/or body pain. And about 90 percent of 
the owners don’t even know that their dog is in pain. 
That’s a hell of a lot of suffering dogs!

How does chronic back pain develop? 
Your dog could have been injured as a tiny puppy – 
perhaps he was dropped. Or, since dogs take no notice 
of pain when they are focused on chasing and running 
after their favorite toy, it could have been from play. 
Or it could have occurred by simply having a foot land 
awkwardly while running. It could also be from emo-
tional or physical trauma, especially in rescue dogs 
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and ex-racing greyhounds. Any competi-
tion or high drive dog is more likely than 
a low drive dog to be carrying some old 
injuries.

First, there is the initial shock of the 
injury, after which the body tightens up to 
protect itself. Often, it never lets go. Your 
friend then constantly carries this pain 
and tension around in connective tissue 
and muscle, subtly pulling the spine into 
misalignment, or subluxation. Nerve roots 
are compressed, changing the blood flow 
to organ systems, compromising their 
function. The injury becomes chronic, 
part of the state of your pet’s being. It is a 
subtle, continual drag on your dog’s health 
and happiness.

Why is it hard to know when 
your dog suffers back pain? 
When people experience pain, they usually 
make a noise. Dogs accept pain, and most 
importantly, they don’t vocalize their pain 
unless it is very, very severe indeed. We 
tend to think of our pets as people, so if 
they are silent, we assume there is nothing 
wrong. Back or body pain shows up in very 
subtle changes in movement or is evident 
when a skilled practitioner palpates and 
assesses your pet’s body with his hands. 

When I tell clients that their dog has sig-
nificant back pain, most don’t have a clue 
and are very surprised. 

I was taught nothing about bodywork 
and its immense benefits whilst studying 
veterinary science at university. Before 
I taught myself how to help dogs by 
massage, mobilization, acupressure and 
energy healing, I would give dogs with 
sore backs pain relief drugs, which give 
temporary relief but don’t heal the trau-
ma. They only bury it deeper. 

Subtle signs
While diagnosing back and body pain is 
generally best left to an expert, when you 
know your dog very well you can some-
times tell that they are a little “off.” You 
might notice a slight change in gait, or a 
reluctance to jump or chase a ball, or even 
a change in the position your dog sleeps 
in. Your dog may be a little slower to get 
up, a bit less cheerful than usual first thing 
in the morning, or even become snap-
py or grumpy. Another important sign 
that things aren’t right is when your dog 
doesn’t shake from the head right down to 
the tail. Don’t ignore these little changes 
as they may be a sign your dog is harbor-
ing some pain. 

Bodywork is the key
It is important to take your dog to some-
one who has a high level of skill in body-
work for dogs. Only then will the deeper 
tension and trauma that is hampering 
your friend be released, allowing the body 
to find a healthy balance.

Sometimes only one or two sessions are 
all that are needed. If your dog has more 
chronic, deeper trauma and tension, 
multiple sessions may be necessary. Some 
older dogs with arthritis may need regular 
sessions every month or so to help them 
be as happy and pain free as possible. In 
practice, I find that most dogs need three 
or four sessions, one to two weeks apart, 
to get really good results. Some dogs with 
serious injuries may need a dozen or more 
sessions to reach a breakthrough point, 
although improvement is seen with every 
session.

What changes can you expect to see after 
bodywork sessions? The number one thing 
my clients notice is that the dog is happier, 
more playful or has gotten his spark back 
again. Often anxiety related problems im-
prove, and you may notice that your pet is 
able to do things that had become difficult 
or impossible – such as jumping onto the 
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bed or couch, or hopping in and out of the 
car. Releasing old pain and tension from 
the body makes a big difference in your 
pet’s quality of life. The improvements are 
not only physical, but there is also a very 
strong mental and emotional component.

For example: I saw Benny, an ex-rac-
ing greyhound, for a series of sessions 
last year. His body was so full of pain 
and tension when I began that it nearly 
burned my fingers to touch him. After four 
sessions, Benny started playing with toys 
for the first time in his life … throwing a 
squeaky ball in the air and chasing it, a 
big tumble of long legs with a silly grin. 
He started taking himself for runs again. 
He became a lot more connected to his 
people, seeking out touch and attention 
instead of sulking on his bed. 

What’s more, at the grand old age of 11, he 
became the naughtiest puppy in the world. 
He chewed out the bottom of a handbag to 
get to some Easter eggs and then ate them 
(no ill effects there, thankfully). He broke 
into rubbish bins and scattered the con-
tents all over the house. He stole food and 
chewed up toilet rolls and did a hundred 
other terrible things he had never done 

before having the bodywork sessions. Be-
cause he was so much happier, his owners 
didn’t care that he was being so naughty.

How do you find someone to 
assess and help your pet? 
There are a growing number of vets who 
work in a holistic fashion to release 
and heal trauma and tension from pets’ 
bodies these days. There are many more 
people moving into animal massage, 
cranio-sacral, acupressure, physiothera-
py, chiropractic, healing and so on. Some 
of these practitioners are brilliant, and 
some are not. Talk to your friends, find 
out who has had good results and seen 
noticeable positive changes in their dogs 
after bodywork sessions. I recommend 
particularly finding a practitioner with a 
high level of skill in releasing and working 
with balancing connective tissue and/or 
the cranio-sacral system. Word of mouth 
is the most effective way to find someone 
with the magic touch for your dog. 

Please, get your dog checked out for back 
and/or body pain. It is a silent disease, 
and so many dogs are suffering chronic 
pain that can be relieved naturally with 
bodywork.
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