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Dog Tips

From Warmth to Wellness — The
Real Reasons Dogs Soak Up the Sun

Dig into the fascinating reasons why your furry friend might love to sunbathe — and learn the safety considerations to avoid overdoing it.

Reviewed by Dr. Tracy Duffner

STORY AT-A-GLANCE

e Dogs sunbathe for more than comfort. Sunlight regulates sleep cycles, soothes aches, boosts mood, and

connects them to primal feelings of warmth, safety, and energy conservation

e Gentle warmth relaxes muscles, eases stiff joints, and helps older dogs with arthritis. Sunbathing often
becomes a natural daily ritual that provides comfort and promotes healing after activity

e While beneficial, too much sun carries risks. Overheating, dehydration, sunburn, and even skin cancer can
affect dogs, especially light-coated, thin-furred, or flat-faced breeds

e Safe sunbathing means balance: provide shade, water, and limited time outdoors. Early mornings and late

afternoons are best, with pet-safe sunscreen for sensitive spots

e Sharing sunshine together strengthens your bond. Whether napping beside your pup or enjoying outdoor
play, sun-soaked moments create cherished memories and remind you both to embrace life's simple pleasures

If you have ever walked into a room and found your dog sprawled out in a beam of sunlight, you have probably smiled
at the sight. There is something peaceful — even joyful — about watching a dog take in the warmth of the sun. Some
will lie perfectly still, eyes shut in bliss. Others twist into funny positions, almost as if they are charging their batteries

like a furry solar panel.

But what makes dogs so eager to find these bright spots? They do not need a tan, and they do not use sunlight to
make vitamin D in the same way humans do. Yet, time and again, they return to those sunny patches. Let's explore the
reasons dogs soak up the sun and the steps you can take to let them enjoy the sunshine safely.

The Science and Instincts Behind Sunbathing

The truth is that sunbathing is not just about comfort — it is tied to your dog’s biology, instincts, and overall well-

being. Here are some reasons why your dog goes sunbathing.

1. Sunlight helps dogs sleep better — Every living creature has an internal rhythm; an invisible clock that
guides when to be active and when to rest. In dogs, just as in humans, sunlight plays a key role in regulating

this cycle.

Exposure to sunlight boosts melatonin production, the hormone that helps with healthy sleep. Dogs who
spend time in the sun during the day are more likely to get restful, restorative sleep at night. This can be
especially helpful for restless dogs, anxious pups, or senior dogs whose sleep cycles may be disrupted.”
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In other words, when your dog naps in the sun during the afternoon, it is not just about dozing. It is part of a
process that helps them sleep better when the house gets quiet at night.

2. The warmth soothes aches and pains — Think of how good a heating pad feels on a sore back. For dogs,
lying in the sun provides a similar kind of comfort. It increases blood flow to stiff or sore areas, helps muscles
relax after exercise, and reduces joint stiffness, especially in arthritic or senior dogs.>3

If you notice your dog gravitating toward the sun after a long walk or hike, this may be their way of speeding
recovery. For older dogs, basking in the sun can become a daily ritual that provides gentle, natural relief from
aches.

3. Regulating body temperature — Dogs run warmer than we do, with a natural body temperature between
99.5 and 102.5 degrees F (37.5 to 39.2 degrees C).# A patch of sunlight acts like an adjustable thermostat —
they use it to maintain balance.”

When the house feels chilly, sunbathing can help them warm up. When they have had enough, most dogs
move to a cooler, shaded area. This simple shift shows how dogs instinctively regulate their comfort without

needing much intervention from us.

4. Boosting mood and reducing stress — Sunlight has another hidden gift — it triggers the release of
serotonin, often called the "feel-good" chemical. This natural mood booster can reduce stress and anxiety,
promote a sense of calm, and encourage relaxation and napping.t’

For dogs that struggle with nervous energy or separation anxiety, time in the sun can work like a natural
antistress therapy. The same way a sunny day can lift your spirits, it can brighten your dog's mood too.

5. A primal instinct for safety and comfort — Even though your pup has a cozy bed indoors, some
behaviors are hardwired from their wild ancestors. In nature, warm sunlit spots offered survival advantages.

They meant safety, comfort, and energy conservation.

When your dog stretches out in the sunshine, they are following an instinct that once helped their ancestors
survive. It is a reminder that, beneath all the cuddles and squeaky toys, your pup is still connected to those

primal instincts.

6. A small boost of vitamin D — Dogs do not make vitamin D through their skin the way people do. Instead,
sunlight interacts with the oils in their coat, and when they groom themselves, they ingest small amounts.?

Still, diet is their main source of this essential vitamin, so while the sun provides a little extra, the real value of

sunbathing lies in comfort, mood, and relaxation — not vitamin D production.

The Risks of Too Much Sun

As good as sunlight feels, too much exposure can harm your dog, so you need to make sure to keep an eye on how

long they stay out in the sun. Here are the main dangers of too much sun exposure:'%11:12

1. Overheating and heatstroke — Because dogs do not sweat, they rely on panting and shade to cool down.
Extended time in direct sunlight can quickly push them into dangerous territory. Make sure to watch for signs
of overheating or heatstroke, such as:'3



e Heavy panting or drooling; panting with the tongue flattened and extended and cheeks pulled
back

e Pasty saliva — this is an early sign of dehydration
e Change in attitude and moving more slowly

e Trouble breathing

e Weakness or collapse

e Vomiting or diarrhea

e Tremors, seizures, or confusion

If you see these signs, move your dog to a cool area, offer water, and contact your veterinarian immediately.

2. Sunburn — Dogs with light coats or thin fur are at high risk of sunburn, especially in sensitive areas like the
nose, ears, and belly. Sunburn is painful and increases the risk of long-term skin damage. Pet-safe sunscreen

can help, but it is even better to limit sun exposure during peak hours.

3. Dehydration — Panting helps dogs cool down, but it also causes fluid loss. Without enough water,
dehydration sets in, making overheating more likely. Always keep fresh water nearby when your dog is

outside.

4. Skin cancer — Long-term, repeated exposure to strong sunlight increases the risk of skin cancer in dogs,
especially those with light-colored coats. Routine veterinary check-ups and skin monitoring are the key to

prevention.

Safe Sunbathing Tips for Your Dog

You do not have to keep your dog away from the sun entirely. With the right precautions, they can enjoy all the

benefits while avoiding the risks.'#1>

e Pick the right time — Stick to mornings or late afternoons when the sun is gentler.
o Offer shade and water — Always give your dog an escape from the heat.

e Keep sessions short — Five to 30 minutes is usually enough.

e Protect exposed skin — Use veterinarian-approved, pet-safe sunscreen.

o Watch for red flags — Heavy panting, lethargy, or refusal to move means they have had enough.

Sharing the Sunshine — Bonding Through Sunbathing

Sunbathing is not just healthy for your dog — it can strengthen your bond. Spending time outdoors together, whether

lounging on the patio or playing fetch in the yard, creates special moments.

These shared experiences not only let your dog enjoy the sun safely but also remind you to slow down and enjoy life's
simple pleasures. Watching your pup bask contentedly can even serve as a gentle nudge for you to relax, breathe, and

soak up the warmth too.



So when you see your furry friend curled up in a golden patch of sunlight, take a moment to appreciate it — and

consider joining them. Let this simple act of sunbathing serve as a reminder for you to pause and share in life's warm,
restorative moments together.
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