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Animal behaviorists agree that play 
is critically important in the normal 
development of all mammals. An-
imals engage in play for a variety of 
reasons. They learn life skills, mating 
behaviors, and social position. Dogs, 
of course, are no different—they 
need to play. But dogs’ play behav-
ior does differ from many animals in 
at least two important ways: 1) their 
play partners are often humans, and 
2) their long-term dedication to play 
is different from many animals that 
usually stop most, if not all, play be-
havior once they reach adulthood.

Long-time agility handlers also know 
the value of play. Play is critically im-
portant when trying to engage, moti-
vate, and reward our dogs. However, 
in the agility world, the word play has 
become synonymous with tugging. 
While tugging may be one of the easi-
est ways to play with dogs, there are 
many other options which may be ef-
fective in engaging, motivating, and 
rewarding our dogs. I have seen many 
students struggling with dogs that do 
not want to tug, dogs that will not tug 

TUGGING
Playing Without

in public, and dogs that are just not 
motivated by tugging. Although I do 
constantly encourage these students 
to continue to train their dogs to tug, 
I do give them other play options that 
promote interaction and help allevi-
ate stress in their canine companions.

The following exercises are fun to 
play with any dog but are particularly 
relevant for dogs that are not wild 
about tugging. You will notice that 
the exercises are more physically 
demanding for the human and take 
a lot longer than a simple game of 
tug. This might explain why tug-
ging is often seen as the only form 
of play for dog/handler teams.

Caution: Do not play any of these 
games with dogs you do not know or 
dogs that have exhibited aggressive 
behavior.

ExErcIsE 1: Toy DraG
Purpose: This exercise is designed to 
engage your dog’s predatory instinct 
and get him to chase both you and a 
toy dragged on the ground. The in-
tent is not to get your dog to put the 
toy in his mouth (although it is great 
if he does), but rather for him to run 
around playing with you and the toy.

Procedure: Begin this game by at-
taching a toy to a 5'-long rope or pick 
up a cat toy that already has a lure 
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ExErcIsE 2:  
Play Bow aND rUN
Purpose: The purpose of this exer-
cise is to use your dog’s natural way 
of communicating play to encourage 
playful behavior directed at you.

Procedure: This is one of my favor-
ite things to do with my dogs! If you 
are not used to acting like a dog, or 
if you’re self-conscious, it is good to 
begin playing this game in a private 
location.

Begin with some eye contact direct-
ed at your dog, then slowly move into 

a play bow. We humans cannot rep-
licate the behavior exactly, but dogs 
seem to understand our intent when 
we bend over at the waist and con-
tinue to maintain eye contact. Then, 
quickly break the eye contact and run 
away from your dog. Repeat these 
behaviors, the play bow and then 
running away from your dog, over 
and over again. Play this game for 
a minute or two making sure to stop 
while your dog is still having fun.

Most dogs will quickly join in the fun 
and begin chasing you. If your dog 
is hesitant, make sure your body lan-

guage encourages chasing and play 
behavior; your chest is facing away 
from your dog and your motion is di-
rected away from your dog. 

attached to a string and a short pole. 
Cat toys are often fantastic in kick-
ing up both drive and interest in the 
toys since they often squeak or make 
some other noise when moved.

Drag the toy behind you as you run 
away from your dog. In the begin-
ning you might have to move slowly 
to keep your dog’s interest. Your body 

position is very important when play-
ing with your dog. (This should come 
as no surprise to agility handlers!) If 
you face your dog, you are putting 
pressure on him, and many dogs are 
not willing to engage in a playful man-
ner with individuals they perceive as 
domineering. Therefore, as you move 
away from your dog, make sure your 

body (your chest in particular) is fac-
ing forward—away from your dog. As 
you play this game, remember that 
your goal is not to get your dog to take 
the toy in his mouth, but rather to en-
courage your dog to interact with you 
and the toy. Make sure to stop the toy 
drag while your dog is still excited by 
the game and wanting more.
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ExErcIsE 3:  
HIDING yoUr FacE
Procedure: Be careful! This game en-
courages excessive playful behavior, 
including digging at you, barking, and 
even nipping. If your dog does en-

gage in any of these unwanted play-
ful behaviors, simply stop the game.

Lay down on the ground and put your 
arms over your head. Make all sorts 
of unusual noises such as squeaks, 
growls, and anything else that can 

come out of your mouth. Usually this is 
enough to pique your dog’s attention; 
however, if it does not, simply use your 
dog’s name to get his attention and 
then continue making weird noises.

INcorPoraTING GamEs 
INTo TraINING
As you can see, these games are 
more difficult to incorporate into agili-
ty practice than tugging and because 
of this they might not be as useful in 
a class situation. And while both the 
toy drag and the play bow can be 
used when training, they take more 
time and effort on the part of the han-
dler. Regardless, our dogs need to 
play. Encouraging play in any situ-

ation will improve the relationship 
between you and your dog and will 
build motivation. In addition, playing 
these games will increase the likeli-
hood that your dog will enjoy other 
games in the future.

I find these games especially useful 
with my older dogs that have long 
since retired from agility. My 15-year-
old Aussie, Frisby, still wiggles her 
bum and barks the moment I lock 
eyes with her and play bow. She 

liked to tug as a youngster but as an 
old lady she prefers me to play bow 
and play the hide my face game.

Tugging is an extremely important 
tool for training agility, and every ef-
fort should be made to encourage 
your dog to be a wild and crazy tug-
ger. However, dogs play in many 
ways and it is possible to reap some 
of the many benefits of tugging by 
using other forms of play. D
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TUGGING Is aN ExTrEmEly ImPorTaNT Tool For TraINING aGIlITy, aND EvEry  
EFForT sHoUlD BE maDE To ENcoUraGE yoUr DoG To BE a wIlD aND crazy  

TUGGEr. HowEvEr, DoGs Play IN maNy ways aND IT Is PossIBlE To rEaP somE 
oF THE maNy BENEFITs oF TUGGING By UsING oTHEr Forms oF Play.


