
that are actually aggressive with other dogs. Our assessments are more

accurate because we are able to see our dogs play with lots of other

dogs and can see how they respond in different situations.

• Play groups have provided leadership opportunities for our staff. 

Animal caretakers’ who previously just ‘did their job’ of cleaning

and feeding have felt empowered by leading play group sessions.

We have learned so much about our caretakers’ talents and abilities

that we never knew before. Staff members are happier and more 

energized than we’ve ever seen them before. One longtime staff

member remarked, “I couldn’t sleep last night because I was so

excited about leading play groups today.” 

• Our dog enrichment volunteers are inspired. We have a large

volunteer program, and many of our volunteers didn’t know what to

do with the dogs besides walk them and throw a tennis ball. A lot of

the dogs would just stand around in the exercise pen, looking bored.

Since we started play groups, the volunteers have seen how different

the dogs are when they are truly receiving enrichment and they’re

looking for new ways to make shelter dogs’ lives more fun and exciting.

• Social media success. When we show pictures of our dog play groups

on Facebook, people often think the photos were taken at a dog

park. When we tell them that the dogs are all shelter dogs that are

or will be available for adoption, they can’t believe it. Adopters

have been coming in because one of the dogs in a play group photo

on Facebook catches their eye.
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BASIC GUIDELINES



In the following chapters, we’ll take a look at the basic strategies, principles

of learning, personality and play styles of dogs, as well as handler skills and

techniques. Please note that these are general guidelines. There is no specific

formula that will result in perfect play groups every time.  

That’s because there are two major variables involved in every play group,

at every organization: the dogs and the humans. The individuals involved

will each bring their own sets of skills, experiences, and comfort levels 

for play and this will influence and alter the course of interactions. Think 

of it like this: Play groups are not a computer you can program with exact

specifications. Instead, play groups are more like an organic living, breathing

organism – always changing in response to internal and external influences. 

BASIC GUIDELINES

© Brian George
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With that in mind, the following chapters are general guidelines that will

help any organization begin a successful Dogs Playing for Life!™ (DPFL) 

program.  Here are the program basics:

PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT

Play groups should take place in a secure yard. While play groups are possible in

a variety of yard types, the following is the ideal set up for the DPFL program:

• Multiple yards that are connected to one another are preferable to

a single, large yard.

• Catch pens at every entrance. These are secure gated areas outside

of each entrance point. Otherwise known as “air locks”. 

• Gates that swing both ways. If gates are hung next to a side wall,

the hinges should be on the same side as the wall. This allows the

gate to swing open away from the wall which prevents dogs and

people from being pinned along the wall while entering and exiting.

• Kiddie pools in place of bowls and buckets of water (to minimize 

resource guarding).

• Clips, such as carabineers, attached to the fencing and spaced far 

apart from one another, to be used to secure dogs in an emergency

situation. 

• Weather resistant containers to store communication tools (these

should be brought inside if temperatures are at or below freezing). 

• No toys or treats or any other valued resource since they can

become a potential distraction or issue.

29



A note on yards: Many local businesses are willing to donate labor

and/or materials to building play yards. If your shelter does not cur-

rently have yards or needs an overhaul, please consider this as a

fundraising project that your community will likely rally behind, if you

ask them for help!

HUMAN PARTICIPANTS

Each play group should include a team of at least two handlers: a Group

Leader and a Runner/Assistant. If you are running multiple play groups 

simultaneously (in adjoining yards) we suggest at least one Group Leader per

yard. If more people are available, then they may participate as an Assistant

or Observer. We highly recommend that someone be tasked with taking

notes. See Chapter 7 for more on handler roles.

Flat collars

Leashes

Gentle Leaders™

Nylon muzzle

Baskerville muzzle
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EQUIPMENT AND TOOLS

• Flat collars, fitted properly

• Leashes

• Nylon muzzles in a variety of sizes

• Gentle Leaders™  in a variety of sizes

• Walkie Talkies

• Spray water bottles

• Shake cans

• Spray Shield™ 

• Pet Corrector™ air blast 

• Airhorn

See chapters 8-9 for how to use these tools appropriately.

Walkie Talkie

Spray water bottle

Shake Can
(A basic soda can, with a few
coins added to make noise,
duct taped closed)

Spray Shield TM

Pet Corrector TM

Air horn
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MEDICAL PROTOCOLS

Consult your medical team prior to implementing play groups. Have your 

behavioral and medical teams work together to determine medical protocols

based on your organization’s resources and concerns. 

As the sheltering industry progresses to the highest level of life-saving, there

will be a more consistent melding of medical and behavioral resources to best

serve the “whole” animal. 

“We know that behavioral health is just as important to shelter dog adoption

as physical health. Dogs Playing for LifeTM brings out the best in shelter dogs.

The program provides daily enrichment, exercise, and socialization in a way

that keeps dogs healthy, happy, and adoptable.”  

~  Cynda Crawford, DVM, PhD., Maddie’s Shelter Medicine Program,

University of Florida

“Shelter veterinarians strive to keep animals healthy in their facilities. In 

situations where the risks of acquiring an infectious agent are high, a shelter

veterinarian may find it necessary to impose limitations on play groups. This

may be for a brief time period, such as during an outbreak, or for a particular

population, such as puppies under 5 months of age who are in a facility that

is limited in its ability to control for exposure between naive and ill 

populations. It is crucial for all to understand that mental health and physical

health are inextricably intertwined and that programs such as Dogs Playing

for LifeTM greatly serve to benefit the overall well being of shelter animals.” 

~Jyothi V. Roberston, DVM, JVR Shelter Strategies
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START UP GROUPS

Getting play groups started with a new population of dogs has a different

feel from running groups with dogs who have had prior play group 

experience. Getting to know new dogs and their skills takes more time

and observation than supervising dogs with prior experience. For this

reason, if your organization has hosted a DPFL seminar where the 

entire population of shelter dogs was rotated and assessed, 

we strongly advise proceeding with daily play groups to maintain the

momentum already gained.

Whether or not your organization has hosted a DPFL seminar, 

remember: New dogs will always be entering the play groups since 

shelter population is continually turning over. However things will 

get easier and run more smoothly as your handlers gain experience 

in observing the dogs and running the groups. If you’re just getting

started, don’t get discouraged. Keep trying. Play groups are a work in

progress, which gets easier with practice!

34



“Play groups allow observers to gather relevant, helpful information about

the dogs. In particular, it helps staff, volunteers, and rescue partners learn

more about the social skills of each dog, which in turn, helps them speak

more confidently and accurately about the dogs.”

~ Animal Fram Foundation

© Animal Farm Foundation
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Identifying Participants for Play Groups



In our experience, the majority of dogs can participate in play groups. 

Play groups can be beneficial for dogs of all ages, sizes, breeds, and 

temperaments. Inclusion in play groups will depend on the individual dog –

they should not be excluded due to blanket restrictions, such as breed. Dogs

that display on-leash reactivity or barrier reactivity can still be candidates

for play groups. Those behaviors are not accurate predictors of aggression or

social ability in an off leash scenario such as play groups.  

Additionally, a dog’s reproductive status should not disqualify them from play

group participation. Being intact is not an accurate predictor or cause of 

aggression. Many high-volume, open-admission shelters do not neuter dogs

until they are adopted. In working with populations such as these, we’ve had

tremendous success running play groups that are almost entirely made up of

intact dogs.

Identifying Participants for Play Groups

© Brian George
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Q: What’s the #1 factor in determining the candidates for play groups?

A:  The HUMAN. 

More so than any other factor, the comfort level of the handler will determine

which dogs participate in play groups. Individuals will have varying comfort

levels handling varying play styles. Each individual handler will bring 

their own skills, experiences, ability to interpret canine body language, and

comfort levels for group play. People and animals are allowed to display their

own style in play groups. The goal is for animals and people to experience

happy and healthy social interactions that create an enhanced shelter 

experience for all.

It may be that the best play group handler at your organization is a dog trainer 

or behavior specialist. However, this isn’t always the case. We often find that

staff and volunteers with no formal training do an excellent job running 

play groups. This may be due to past experience with play groups in doggie

daycares or an innate ability to work with dogs in groups.

The best handlers are comfortable working with dogs in groups, can tolerate

a variety of play styles while staying calm, and enjoy this work. Beyond any

other consideration, the handler’s comfort level is the most important aspect

to take into account when choosing dogs for playgroups. 

Finally, there are very few dogs that can’t participate in play groups on 

some level. However, if a dog displays offensive aggression that you cannot

interrupt, they are not candidates for play groups. See Chapters 8-10 for more.
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SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR PUPPIES

It is behaviorally beneficial to include puppies in play groups. Please note

that the goal of DPFL program is to create and support healthy behaviors,

especially in developing puppies. In order to do that safely and effectively,

the following guidelines must be in place:

• Pair puppies with appropriate adult dogs. Socially appropriate adult

dogs are ideal for teaching puppies bite inhibition and responsive

play behavior. They are far better teachers than humans in this

regard!

• Puppies must be socialized with playful and/or tolerant dogs only.

Puppies should never socialize with un-socialized, fearful, defensive,

or offensive adults.

• Puppies can socialize with other puppies, but must be monitored

to avoid developing bad habits. 

• Always collaborate with your medical staff first since each

shelter and geographical region has different health and disease

considerations.
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Leadership Roles and Handling Techniques



Dogs communicate well with one another and are often capable of teaching

each other what is appropriate behavior during play sessions. The handler’s

role in the play group is to be a calm, neutral presence that monitors the

group, just in case they may need you. Remember: socially healthy dogs 

are more likely to be better teachers of appropriate canine communication

than humans!

The handler’s comfort level and ability to stay calm around the dogs is critical

in determining the success of the play group.  

Whenever possible, at least two people should be present during play groups.

We recommend that one person is designated Group Leader during each play

group session. The Group Leader can change from day to day, but during any

single play session, only one person should be in charge. This reduces 

conflicts and/or doubt and leads to a calmer environment for the dogs. 

Leadership Roles and Handling Techniques

© Brian George
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THE GROUP LEADER

• Makes the decisions about which dogs enter and exit the play

yards.

• Decides when to interrupt or redirect the dogs.

• Determines how to handle the dogs in general.

In addition to the Group Leader, a Runner will bring dogs from the kennels

to the yards. An Assistant may also be present as a second set of hands.

Whenever more than one person is present, they must take direction 

from the Group Leader.  Only one person is in charge and making decisions

at any time. 

We also recommend that one person be assigned to observe and take notes

during the play sessions. By recording what occurs – noting each dog’s name

and their likes, dislikes, and play style – you can set dogs up for success in 

future play groups. Don’t rely on memory. Take notes! 

This is especially important if you have different people running the play

groups from day to day. Communicate with one another via a log book or

record system (either hard copy or electronic) where you can share notes

about the play styles and social skills of each dog, as well as which dogs might

benefit from playing together or being kept apart, in future groups.  
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HANDLING TECHNIQUES

How humans interact with the dogs and each other will influence the dogs

and their behavior during play sessions. For that reason, it’s important that

anyone working with the dogs during play groups understands basic handling

techniques. 

To begin with, think of yourself as a neutral hall monitor. Try not to 

micromanage the dogs or you run the risk of creating unnecessary tension

and/or making yourself and your attention a coveted “resource” among the

dogs. Always stay neutral. Here are some things to be aware of, if you will 

be present during play groups:

YOUR VOICE

• Refrain from unnecessary talking. 

• Keep your voice gentle and calm, but confident. For example:  

A low, steady tone exudes confidence and control. 

• Avoid sounding panicked, reactive, or excited. 

• Limit talking to the dogs. Remember: play groups are designed for

dog-dog interactions. The dogs can play with you one-on-one

during a walk or training or enrichment session. 
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USING NEGATIVE VERBAL MARKERS

Choose and use a consistent negative marker such as “eh-eh” or “enough” 

in order to clearly communicate with the dogs when they are behaving 

inappropriately or disproportionally to the feedback they are receiving from

the other dogs. 

Teach them that this verbal marker will precede an interruption or correction

so that they learn to settle down with just a verbal marker. Used correctly,

this will make your voice a highly effective communication tool. See Chapter

8 for more.

YOUR BODY

• Keep hands away from the dogs. Limit interactions, such as petting,

so that the dogs can remain focused on their time with one another. 

• Be aware that you might become a highly valued resource to the

dogs by giving attention or affection.
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USING BODY BLOCKS

Use your body to block the dogs when necessary. Teach them to yield 

to your legs by using your lower body, rather than your hands, to calmly

communicate with the dogs. This is a way to take space, particularly at

the entrance gate. You can also use your body to calmly step in between

dogs to reduce tension, if necessary. 

Dependency upon manual control will limit your ability to control and

manage multiple dogs at one time. Using your entire body to communicate

your messages with dogs will be more easily received by them and more

natural for them to understand. 

© Josh Feeney/Safe Humane Chicago
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MOVING THE DOGS

When handling the dogs in the play yards by their collars or on leash always

guide the dogs smoothly - don’t drag them. Use calm, consistent movements

and a soft, loose leash or guiding hand. Refrain from using pressure on their

collar, as long as they are following you. Don’t put the dogs in a defensive

state by pulling and dragging them. Create a calm interaction between 

yourself and the dog that you need to move. Remember: soft and gentle 

guidance communicates to the dogs that they are correct, while a tight 

leash or firm grip conveys that they are in trouble. If you need to move a

group of dogs away from the gate, use your voice or body to calmly draw their

attention away from the entrance point.
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WORKING THE GATE

Runners should bring dogs to the entrance gate with a loose leash to convey

to them that approaching the play yard is a positive experience. Runners

help the Group Leader by allowing the dogs to enter only when they are

calm. Group Leaders will want to watch the other dogs when a new dog 

approaches the gate. Are they interested in meeting the new dog or is the

new dog causing them to react negatively? Be careful not to allow frustration

to build at the gate as you observe. This is a balancing act! 

Use your legs to take the space when opening the gate. You can show the

dogs that are entering where an opening is and where to go, while blocking

the dogs already in the yard from seeing an opening to get out. This helps

the dogs enter the yard with calmer energy. If necessary, use interrupters at

the gate to help dogs respect the space that you are occupying and to enter

more calmly. See Chapter 8 for more.
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Understanding Play Styles



Since the majority of dogs are able to participate in play groups, there will

be a variety of play styles occurring under your supervision. Understanding

play styles can help staff and volunteers choose better play mates for the dogs

and support healthy social behaviors. However, you can’t determine play

styles until you see them play!

Whether your organization is just beginning to run play groups or you’ve 

recently had a large turnover in your shelter population, there will come a

time when you’ll need to assess a large number of dogs at once to get to know

their individual play styles and skills. Once you have more information

(recorded by the Observer) about them as individuals, you can go about 

creating future play groups that are more tailored to different play styles and

social skills.

There are four common play styles you may observe during play groups. 

Note: You cannot accurately predict play style based on breed, physical

appearance, on leash-behavior, or kenneled behavior.

Understanding Play Styles
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