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SAFE TUG TOY PLAY 

Dogs learn about life through their 

play. Tug play is one game that pups 

play naturally, usually with your 

trousers or dressing gown! Playing tug with you or other dogs provides for 

extremely fast learning however, it comes with some risks. This fact sheet aims 

to help you maximise the learning and relationship building benefits from tug 

games, whilst keeping everyone safe.  

Why dogs tug 

Dogs are predatory, co-operative hunters, they have evolved social skills and kill skills that 

enable them to work together to feed themselves and their family group. Tug games 

incorporate a lot of behaviours that are classed as ‘kill skills’:  

• Chasing 

• Grabbing 

• Biting 

• Holding 

• Tearing 

• Shaking 

• De-gloving (taking the outside off) 

 

Always keep this in mind whilst playing tug games with your dog. Tug games can create a 

highly aroused dog in a killing state, and it is essential that you teach yourself and your dog 

some safety skills. However, if you are successful at putting safety behaviour into place then 

tug play can teach your dog some essential lessons and is worth pursuing.  

Note: If you feel a bit alarmed by the term ‘kill skills’ remember your dog is already practising 

these by chasing balls, pulling the stuffing out of toys, running around with your socks, tugging 

on your dressing gown, biting your fingers. Our goal is to acknowledge these skills exist and 

then structure them into safe/healthy outlet via play.  

Before you start ask this question. “Does my dog like to tug?” 

We have inherited a belief that all dogs like tug games, and whilst this is true of many, there 

are an equally large number who do not. One way to find out is to play a short game of tug 

with your dog and let go of the toy. What happens next?  

1. Dog runs off with the toy, possibly glancing over their shoulder – they may prefer to 

play chase.  

2. Dog returns with toy but stays out of reach – they may prefer a game where you try 

to take the toy  
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In this video Rosie has a ‘tug’ toy, but she doesn’t want to play tug. Watch what 

happens when the other dog approaches 

https://www.facebook.com/286695751451189/videos/477779835964912 

3. Dog returns with toy but puts it at your feet – they may prefer a blocking game  

 

4. Dog returns and pushes toy into your hand – they want you to pick up the other end 

of the tug. Even at this point the dog may not want you to pull on the other end, 

carrying a toy with you might provide more pleasure. In this picture the dogs are 

enjoying some co-operative carrying, their body language mirrors each other, 

showing that neither dog is in competition with the other.  

 

 

5. Some breeds (especially Spaniels) like to collect their toys and gather them up 

 

 

https://www.facebook.com/286695751451189/videos/477779835964912
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What makes a good tug toy?  

Just because a manufacturer labels a toy, ‘tug toy’, will not automatically make it a good tug 

toy. Some of these products are suitable for dog to dog play, but not dog to human play. A 

toy that is held comfortably in a dog’s jaw may be hard for a human hand to grip.  

The toy in this picture is an example of a ‘tug’ that is unsuitable for dog to human play.  

 

The best toys for human to dog play are long enough for you to stand up straight, have a 

handle that slips over your wrist, has some elasticity (bungee). You will also need to consider 

cleaning the toy, whether it is machine washable or needs to be cleaned by hand. The toy 

will also have a clear bite area, quickly identified by the dog. If the toy is made from one 

fabric then the dog can bite anywhere, even the bit you are holding.  

 

These toys might cost a little more, but are an investment in your dog’s education, mental 

well-being and physical fitness. Tip – if you have a dog that enjoys shredding or removing 

the insides from a toy, pack these more expensive toys away and exchange them for toys 

that the dog can destroy without ruining your bank balance. Canine enrichment pages on 

the internet will provide low priced alternatives.  

What breed is your dog?  

The bite part of the toy should be comfortable for the dog to hold, if you notice your dog 

letting go to bite again and again, then the toy may be uncomfortable. Look for a toy that 

encourages the dog to hold on with his whole mouth rather than just the front teeth when 

playing with you as this is safer.   

Different breeds have different jaw structures and require different types of play, my Spaniel 

who is bred for carrying will hold onto a flat toy for much longer than the non-biting, non-

carrying collies. In fact, some of the collies do not enjoy tug at all and never enjoy rough tug 

play which goes against their co-operative nature.  
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Start playing and building safe anticipation behaviour 

Unavailable to play – it is our responsibility to teach our dogs when we are available to play 

and when we are unavailable. Just because I am carrying a toy in my hand, does not mean I 

am inviting my dog to play with me. From the outset I teach my dogs that intense focus on 

them is an invitation to join in and at other times I am unavailable. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sVrGADfPagI 

 

Whether we intend it or not, anticipation is built into tug play, it is at this point of 

anticipation that we can see some of the most dangerous behaviours. In this video I am 

assessing a new dog, and when I cue ‘ready’ you can see behaviours such as jumping 

towards me, placing feet on me, barking etc. These are all behaviours that have no future in 

this game, and it is critical I do not continue the game until he has brought his own arousal 

under control. This is an older dog and he already has the skills to do this, a younger dog 

may need me to stop the game at this point. Having the discipline to stop playing is a key 

skill for the humans in tug games.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cQtremDeklA 

In this video I am playing with a younger dog, but I have taught her the safety skills including 

the available/non available cues. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7h5s5mXognk 

When you are ready to play, change your body language and move the toy away from your 

dog and away from your body. Keep the toy on a level with or below your dog’s mouth. If 

you have a pup or young dog imagine you are ‘sweeping the floor’ with the toy. A toy at a 

height that encourages a dog to jump or lunge upwards is dangerous. 

Rebite  

If a dog lets go of prey and that prey keep moving, nature says “it must be still alive so bite it 

again!” As a bite to the neck usually ensures a kill, the second bite is likely to be higher up 

which is usually closer to your hand. Dogs can deliver several bites in seconds, and rebite is 

extremely dangerous. Teaching a dog to hold on with one safe bite is essential.   

To encourage a dog to hold onto the toy with one bite, keep the toy gently moving. Avoid 

yanking, jerking, and lifting your dog off the ground, especially if the toy is coming out of the 

side of the mouth, as this can cause neck injuries. Also, this type of competitive play can 

place a sensitive, co-operative dog in conflict. All that is required is gentle movement on the 

toy. Follow the movement of your dog whenever possible.  

Foot on the toy  

Instinct will encourage a dog to bring the toy to the ground, finish the kill and eat. For pet 

dogs this is where the ripping, taking the stuffing out begins. To discourage this and to keep 

the tug game going, lift the toy slightly, away from the dog’s foot if they try to bring it down.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sVrGADfPagI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cQtremDeklA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7h5s5mXognk
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Ending the game 

Bite release – the sequence: 

1. Compose yourself, bring yourself under control, stop moving the toy, stand up 

straight and stop being animated. To the dog the toy is now ‘dead’.  

2. Wait, remain relaxed and keep a grip on the toy. Nature can keep a dog in this kill-

grip state for a few minutes. Watch your dog and look for signs of relaxation, one of 

the most common signs is blinking. If your dog keeps tugging and pulls you into 

their space, then you can hold their collar to prevent this. Make sure you only lift the 

collar up so that the pressure is on the back of their neck, no pressure on the wind-

pipe.  

 

 

3. Wait for the dog to remove themselves from the toy. This is an important skill and 

evidence of self-control. Gather your toy up safely, watch out for any dangling 

handles etc 

4. Keep your hands still and wait for the dog to back away from the toy. If this does not 

happen then finish the session at this point. 

5. Either start the game again or finish the session with your end of play cue and put 

the toy away.  

 

When your dog is predictably removing himself from the toy as your body language 

changes, you can begin to add a verbal cue such as ‘give’ or ‘drop’. The cue is delivered as a 

request rather than a demand, as confrontation with a dog in a predatory state can be 

dangerous.  

When you have given your end of play cue e.g. ‘all done’, ‘finished’ etc then you must put 

the toy away. This will give your dog the opportunity to learn how to relax by himself. 

Breaking your promise with ‘ok, one more go’ etc., risks teaching him to stay on alert. Whilst 

this might not be problematic around the house, it may be if you have asked your dog to 

‘finish’ an arousing game when exciting stimuli, such as children, other dogs and people are 

around.  
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What next? 

If you are struggling with tug play or any other aspects of your dog’s behaviour then we are 

here to help. Please check out our website or social media for details of how to get in touch 

with us. Video consultations available so distance is no longer a barrier to learning. 

 

Have fun and enjoy safe play with your dogs 


