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Present Skijor 101



What is Skijoring?

• A dog powered winter  spor t
• Skijoring combines dogsledding and cross-country skiing. 
• It's a cooperative sport that employs the athletic ability of both dog 

and skier. 
• Assuming you own cross-country ski equipment and a medium-sized 

dog, you can simply add the necessary harnessing equipment and 
you're ready to begin a thoroughly enjoyable adventure. 

• Skijoring is filled with all the romance of dog sledding, and simplicity 
of walking your dog. 

• You can join skijoring friends in "fun-runs" or head out on your own to 
explore woodland trails.

• You may participate in casual or competitive race events.



What is Skijoring?
• HISTORY
• SKIJOR (ski-jur) is a Norwegian word that 

means “ski-driving.”  Skijoring began with 
people using horses or reindeer rather than 
dogs.

• PRESENT
• Today, skijoring is a winter sport in which a 

person wearing cross-country skis is drawn 
over snow by one or more dogs.

• EVENTS
• Recreational Skijoring
• Races – (Novice), Sport, and Pro classes
• Local, regional, national, international levels
• NOC is working toward establishing 

skijoring  as an Olympic event.



Types of Skijoring
• RECREATIONAL

Recreational skijorers comprise the largest segment of the sport. They typically own one or two dogs 
- the family pets. With recreational skijoring, the emphasis is on fun, fitness and camaraderie 
between dog and owner. 

• SPRINT RACING
Reaching speeds close to 25 mph out of the starting chute, top sprint skijorers can average over 20 
mph during a five mile race. They have up to three race-bred dogs harnessed to them at once. Just 
watching the frenzied, adrenaline charged dogs at the start is exciting; imagine what it's like being 
tied to them! Sprint skijorers' dogs are impeccably cared for and carefully trained.

• DISTANCE RACING
Skijorers in this category race distances generally of 20 miles or greater, and sometimes as long as 
320 miles as in the Alaskan Idita-sport and the Yukon Ultra. 
Distance skijor racing includes the romanticism of racing sled dogs in the wilderness combined with 
endurance conditioning for skijorer and dog team alike. 
Distance skijorers must plan carefully, know their dogs intimately, especially concerning nutritional 
requirements, and take needed supplies and survival gear with them on the trail. 
A working knowledge of winter survival is of paramount importance before attempting any distance 
event. 



Types of Skijoring
• BACKWOODS SKIJORING

If you enjoy winter camping, then you'll find skijoring with your dog in the backwoods even more rewarding. 
Backwoods skijorers are drawn to the beauty and solitude of nature, and often skijor on ungroomed trails far from 
urban development. 
Equipment for this type of skijoring is unique, with wider, classical style back-country skis and poles being the norm. 
Furthermore, if overnight excursions are planned, the use of a small sled, or pulk, is recommended for carrying gear. 
Any breed of dog has the potential to backwoods skijor well, but consider the dogs coat and maintenance levels. 
Like in distance skijoring, a thorough knowledge of winter survival is necessary before heading into the woods. 

• PULKA
Pulka driving, also known as Nordic-style dog mushing, involves skijoring with a small sled (pulk) attached between 
skijorer and dog. 
Since the pulk is the most efficient option for carrying supplies over a distance - as opposed to a backpack -
backwoods skijorersand distance racers frequently include pulks in their equipment repertoire. 
Pulks may also be designed and used to transport children 
Pulkscan be pulled by a skier instead of a dog by attaching longer shafts to the pulk, which then connect to a 
modified skijoring belt. 
In Scandinavia, pulka racing is very popular. 
There are a few companies in the US, as well as abroad, commercially producing pulks. Many people chose to make 
their own. 



Skijor Equipment

• XC Ski Equipment: Skis, 
poles, boots and bindings  

• Harness for your dog
• A Skijor belt for you
• Tuglines
• Oh Yeah – The Dog(s)

– Should be a minimum of 30 
lbs

• You may also need a neckline or belly 
band (a neckline can be used as a belly 
band)



Skis

• Skate skis are most commonly 
used on groomed trails.

• Classic and backcountry skis 
work best on un-groomed trails 
or where you may be cutting 
your own trails.

• Waxes: Skate skis use glide 
wax only. Classic skis use both 
kick and glide wax, a waxless
classic should still be waxed for 
better glide. 

• **Rock Skis 



Harness

• There are several styles of 
harnesses made specifically for 
dogsledding or skijoring. 

• Style is often a question of 
preference or what fits best. X-
back, and H-back, are the most 
common types. 

• Walking harnesses sold at pet 
stores are NOT acceptable. They 
do not distribute the pulling forces 
appropriately. 

• Custom harnesses are available for 
very large, or otherwise hard to fit 
dogs. 

• Some dogs  require shopping 
around, find a harness that fits the 
dog, he deserves it. 



Skijor Belt/Tuglines

• You will need a skijor belt 
for yourself, preferably 
with leg loops, a release 
and a tugline. Belts are 
available with reflectors 
and pouches.

• Your tugline (about 8-12 
feet long) connects you to 
your dog’s harness. The 
tuglineshould include a 
bungee that absorbs the 
shock of sudden starts and 
stops.



The Dog(s)

• Skijoring is not just for 
Huskies anymore!

• Virtually any breed dog 
can learn to skijor. 

• Any dog that loves to run 
is a good skijoring 
candidate. 

• If your dog is energetic 
and 30 pounds or greater, 
chances are she'll make a 
great skijor dog. 



What you can do

You can help out your dog 
by having:

• Awareness
• Creativity
• Timing
• Patience
• Sense of Humor
• Good Balance



Training
• COMMANDS
• Line Out/Out Front = Get Ready but 

Wait
• Hike/Let’s Go = Start Running
• Easy= Slow Down 
• On-By = Continue past any distraction
• Gee = Turn Right
• Haw = Turn Left
• Gee Over = move to the right
• Haw Over = move to the left
• Whoa = Stop
• Come around = turn around

Master the basic commands on foot or cart, 
while you have optimum control, before 
hitting the trail on skis or bike .



Hike/Let’s GO!

• Harness your dog and attach a 
leash or tugline (may use skijor 
belt) to the harness. 

• Have a partner about 100 feet 
away with treats. 

• Give Hike command and have 
your dog pull to the partner 
with the treat. 

• Turn around and do it again. 
• Progress to eliminate the treats 

and partner. 
• 4 or 5 times per day for a week 

or so and your dog will be 
anxious to blast off when you 
say “Hike” .



Whoa

• Apply resistance on the 
tuglinewhile using the 
Whoa command will help 
train your dog to quickly 
slow to a stop (use a skijor 
belt if it helps).  

• This is a very important 
command. 

• When you say “whoa” 
your dog must stop. 



Gee/Haw

• Start with obvious turns like trails 
that only turn one way (use a well 
defined trail).

• Give the command just as you 
approach the turn (gee and haw 
mean turn now, not turn after some 
distance). 

• Make sure you know which is right 
(gee) and which is left (haw). It can 
be very confusing to your dog 
when you say haw and you mean 
gee. 

• Reinforce the commands while 
walking your dog. 

• Progress to intersections that give 
your dog options.



Easy

• Rather than stopping 
your dog as with 
whoa, slow your dog 
with resistance but 
don’ t stop. This 
command could be 
handy as you approach 
a sharp turn or steep 
downhill.



On-By
• Probably the toughest command to teach, 

because as we all know, dogs love to check 
out other dogs and things.  

• On-By is used while passing other teams to 
avoid tangles and skirmishes.  

• It is used to continue past a side trail, a 
walker, or a loose dog. 

• Also handy when an unexpected deer or 
rabbit sprints across your path.  

• Have a friend with a dog walk in the opposite 
direction you are traveling on the trail. 

• When you meet them, give the "ON BY" 
command to your dog.  If your dog goes on 
by, say “Good ON BY"  If your dog stops, 
immediately give a stern "ROVER, NO" and 
then encourage your dog to move forward 
with "HIKE" or LET’S GO".  If she moves 
forward, say ", GOOD DOG."  

• As soon as your dog successfully completes 
the pass and is still pulling in front of you, 
give an "GOOD ON BY, " command.



Line Out
• You may find as you harness your dog 

and set her in front of you, she may 
want to come back to visit or worse yet, 
would like to take off!  

• Approach as you would for “Stay” .
• Start with dog in harness with tugline

secured to tree or fence.  
• Walk your dog out until the tugline

becomes slightly tight.  
• Give the “LINE OUT” command.  
• Walk behind your dog a short distance 

and for a short time.  
• Praise your dog for staying put, correct 

if your dog moves out of position.  
• Increase the time and distance.  
• After your dog masters this, combine 

with the Hike command for hassle-free 
starts.



Training Tips

• Start training off-season
• Start simple and build up
• Set your dog up for success 
• Be brief with any commands 

you give your dog 
• Keep your lessons short and 

end on a good note
• Be creative and vary the 

lessons. Do what works for you 
and your dog.

• Train with others
• Remove the harness when 

session is done.
• HAVE FUN!!!



Trail Etiquette
• Handle all dogs in a humane manner. 
• Abide by all Municipal Animal Control Ordinances and City, State and Federal Park Regulations.
• License dogs as required by law.
• Keep dogs current on rabies vaccinations, as required by Municipal and State Law. 
• Keep sick dogs with infections or contagious diseases (Parvo Virus, Canine cough, etc.) away from trailhead, trails 

and races.
• Do not skijor with a dog or dogs that are showing signs of physical injury, or which are not capable of running.
• Restrain dogs before and after skijoring, either by attaching to a pickett line or leads or leaving in your vehicle.  Keep 

dogs within three feet of you or your vehicle.
• Do not let dogs run loose on the trail or in the holding area.
• Be in control of your dog or dogs at all times.
• Be able to cross-country ski competently and not ski with any more dogs than you can handle.
• Use proper equipment, including cross-country skis, poles, boots, belt, shock-chord bungee line and harness.  

Necklines are recommended for tandem dogs; do not use choke collars.
• Be aware of the behavior of your dog or dogs. 
• Particularly aggressive dogs should either be left at home or wear a humane muzzle.
• Be courteous to other  trail users (skijorers, skiers hikers, joggers, bicyclists, ,atv users & etc.). 
• When passing from behind, call "Trail" and "On your right (or left).  
• If being passed, move to one side, slow down or stop and pull your dog toward you. 
• In head-on passes, pull to the right and pull your dog close to you.  
• Yield to faster skijorers or skijorers coming downhill.



For Safety

• Scout trails before running them 
with dogs the 1st time – know the 
terrain

• Use protective gear if necessary –
knee pads, wrist guards, helmet, 
safety glasses

• For nighttime runs, use reflective 
gear – harness, vest, and use 
headlamps

• Take a day pack for a wind 
breaker, dog booties, candy bar, 
water, treats, whistle or cell phone.

• Tell someone where you are going 
and when you should expect to 
return.

• Have warm boots and jacket in 
vehicle for after the skijor outing.



Pre-season Training

• Begin with the basics 
– footwork before skis

• Control the speed, 
with resistance, by 
leaning back or 
providing a drag 

• Incorporate command 
training into already 
standard routines 
(daily walks)



Pre-season Training

• Keep your dog conditioned and active (mentally and 
physically) with obedience/agility/walks/play 
catch/swimming

• Do not let your dog overheat!!!
• Keep an eye on your dog’s food and water intake
• Command/Lead work
• Pull training 
• Canicross 
• Carts/Rigs (3 or 4 wheeled )
• Bikejoring
• Scootering



Health Concerns
• Weight: Know what is a healthy weight for your dog. 
• Monitor, with a scale regularly. Adjust diet and slowly increase

exercise. 
• Diet: feed a high quality dog food. Your dog will be healthier and you 

will scoop less waste.
Feeding: Once a day, or twice a day.  

• Awareness: Know what his gums, foot pads and stool look like when 
he is healthy, so you have a reference when something is going wrong. 

• Pre-Exercise: Get health check up and current vaccinations and parasite 
control before starting training and exposing your dogs to others. 

• Conditioning: Avoid injuries by beginning with slow short distances-
excess speed or distance to soon can cause injuries. Start slowly and 
build strength 1st. Better to keep him wanting more. 



Health Concerns
• Hydration - how to prevent dehydration - how much they should drink/when

• Water before exercise 

• Carry water for during and after exercise
• You can use jugs and bowls, or your dog can drink from creeks, ponds or swamps - be aware that standing water can 

harbor bacteria, but that can be treated later - the 1st goal is to prevent overheating/dehydrating 

• Watch their urine to make sure that is clear. If it is dark yellow, he is dehydrating 

• They can also wade into ponds, creeks or puddles and cool down (if overheating, get the dog in cool water..... 
overheating is very serious)

• Know and watch for the signs of overheating which are heavy panting wide open mouth, gait change, wobbly legs, 
weakness and vomiting 

• Sustained elevated temperature (rectal), normal is 101-102 temp 

• Geriatric (older dogs) –activity is essentially good, start slow, build slow and  don’ t over do it
• also watch out for dysplasia, arthritis 

• Young dogs: Teach the basic commands early, keep the attitude light and fun, keep it simple, and build off the 
successes  



Health Concerns
• Common foot problems are cracks/splits, cut or worn pads 

broken nails. Trim nails as needed and bootie the dog if needed on pavement, gravel, 
crystallized snow, and snow at the balling and freezing stage.

• Hard surfaces such as pavement and concrete also create more impact stress on joints. 

• Check feet often & watch his gait for any indications that he has something wrong with 
a pad, foot, wrist, shoulder 

• Watch body language, ears or tail, for clues. 

• Frost bite/cold: Typically ears and genitalia. 

• Be aware of how long your short-haired or non-acclimated dog is outside (especially in 
the wind) - have a blanket or dog jacket in the car/kennel or straw in the dogbox

• Have a dog first-aid kit and know your vets phone number



Canine Ecstasy!

• Dogs love to skijor. 
• They enjoy the exercise, 

meeting other dogs, outdoor 
scents, occasional wildlife 
encountered, and of course 
companionship with their 
owners. 

• From a dog's perspective, 
skijoring is as much fun as a 
walk times ten. 

• If your dog jumps up and down 
when the leash comes out, just 
wait until she discovers what 
the harness foretells! 



MIDWEST SKIJORERSMIDWEST SKIJORERS

• The Midwest Skijorers Club is 
committed to advancing the sport 
of skijoring in the Twin Cities and 
upper Midwest.

• We endeavor to develop and 
promote events and activities 
related to skijoring. 

• We seek to educate the public 
about the nature and benefits of 
skijoring to dogs and their human 
companions. 

• We coordinate with communities 
to provide trail access and 
improve trail safety.  

• We assist beginning skijorers with 
seminars and novice events so 
they may more fully enjoy this 
unique  and wonderful sport!


