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Influence of age, status, gender, 
and breed type on canine play

By Mechtild Kaufer

According to Althaus 
(1982), play behavior 
is influenced by factors 

such as age, sex, breed, familiar-
ity, physical condition (endur-
ance and nutritional state) of 
the animals, hierarchy and so-
cial status, time of day, weather, 
temperature, size, spatial famil-
iarity/structure, and individual 
character or personality. These 
factors influence play both quali-
tatively (that is, the type of play 
and structure of the sequences) 
and quantitatively (that is, the 
duration and frequency of the 
play sequences). An important 
criterion for play is the suspen-
sion of the conventions that ap-
ply outside of play, thereby mak-
ing it possible to reverse roles. 
The 50-50 rule stipulates that 
each player must take on the role 
of pursuer/ pursued and attack-
er/defender in equal measure. 
Although role reversal usually 
occurs, it is not always symmet-
rical in puppy play (Ward et al., 
2008) and in the dog park (Bauer 
and Smuts 2006).

Age and status
Age and status factors impact 

play in wolf packs, where adult 
animals play ten to twelve times 
less frequently than juveniles. 
This has less to do with hierarchy 
than the adult having learned 
through experience to be econom-
ical with energy (Bloch 2009). Ac-
cording to Feddersen-Petersen, it 
is a matter for the individual rela-
tionships of the players whether 
animals dominant outside of 
play “perhaps hardly or never as-
sume a submissive role, which in 
other dyads (duo relationships) 
can be practically the rule” (Fed-
dersen-Petersen 2008, p. 213). As 
previously mentioned, her stud-
ies show that conflicts over hier-
archy or resources do not occur 
during play.

According to studies carried 
out by Ward et al., (2008), at no 
point during puppy develop-
ment is dog play truly sym-
metrical. They speculate that 
the cause is to be found in the 
developing status and/or dom-
inance relations between the 
puppies. In fact, as the puppies 
mature, symmetry during play 
decreases. There is a correlation 
between offensive behavior and 
the rates of play initiation, in-
creasing during the course of 
development. According to Scott 
and Fuller (1965), competitive 

behavior between littermates first 
appears in the third week, and 
dominance relations stabilize by 
the eleventh week if the puppies 
remain together.

Other researchers do not find 
that dominance is an important 
factor influencing play. Aldis 
(1975) claims that dominance 
relations among canid puppies 
are not established during play. 
More recent studies (Wright 1980, 
Nightingale 1999, Hoskin 1991 
in Bradshaw 2007) also refute 
the early establishment of hier-
archies in puppies, and describe 
extremely contradictory “domi-
nance relations” in social play 
that may even change from day 
to day. Further, winning or losing 
a play fight over a toy says very 
little about the dominance rela-
tionships between the players. It 
seems, rather, that at the age of six 
weeks the top and bottom ranks 
of puppy social status are estab-
lished, yet there is a continuing 
fluctuation in the middle social 
layer (Zimen 1998 in Bloch 2009). 
Social status impacts on puppy 
play in that the “highest-ranking” 
and the “lowest-ranking” puppy 
play less with each other, whilst 
the middle-ranking puppies en-
gage frequently in play with each 
other (GansloUer 2007).

In juvenile dogs, the rate of play 
initiation also correlates with the 
rate of offensive behavior. Ward 
is of the opinion that, as the pup-
pies or young dogs mature, they 
become more aware of their status 
in the group. Play becomes more 
competitive; winning and being 
in the “dominant” position dur-
ing play becomes more important 
(Ward et al., 2008). In her opinion, 
this could be one reason for the 
preference for play partners that 
can be dominated during play, 
which explains why play partner 
preferences are not necessarily re-
ciprocal.

There is also no real symme-
try in play between adult dogs 
playing in the dog park (Bauer & 
Smuts 2007, Ward et al., 2008). In 
another study, the same authors 
who studied puppy play exam-
ined the factors that influence 
play in adult dogs. A study was 
performed over a period of three 
years of 23 dogs who played in a 
dog park. Symmetrical play was 
defined here as play in which 
both play partners displayed the 
same rate of offensive behavior 
(attacks/pursuits), play signals, 
and self-handicapping behavior 

(including role reversal). Only 5.4% 
of the observed play bouts were 
actually symmetrical as defined. 
Younger dogs showed more self-
handicapping and play signaling.

The study indicated that there 
was a connection between age, the 
dominance status presumed by the 
authors, and play behavior, “such 
that higher-ranking and/or older 
dogs generally showed higher pro-
portions of attacks and pursuits and 
lower proportions of self-handicap-
ping than their disadvantaged play 
partners....For example, role rever-
sals occurred during chases and tack-
les, but never during mounts, muz-
zle bites or muzzle licks, suggesting 
that these latter behaviors may be 
invariant indicators of formal domi-
nance during play in domestic dogs” 
(Ward et al., 2008, Bauer et al., 2009). 
The authors assumed that hierarchy 
and dominance relations must be in 
existence between non-cohabiting, 
unrelated dogs that only meet at the 
dog park.

The authors of the 
study give two caveats 
to their results: (1) ac-
cording to their obser-
vations, older dogs do 
show a greater degree 
of self-handicapping 
behavior toward pup-
pies, but that this has 
yet to be tested, and 
(2) they did not find 
any way to measure 
passive self-handicap-
ping, such as when 
the dominant part-
ner withholds force 
and exercises restraint 
when biting, jostling, 
or pinning the play 
partner to the floor.

Bloch observed in 
his research that three 
males who lived to-
gether in a group of 
free ranging dogs in 
Italy “were busy with tactical ma-
neuvers and status relations” and 
never played with each other (Bloch 
2007). This observation also contra-
dicts the contention that dogs estab-
lish dominance relations and social 
status during play.

The war of the sexes‚ 
play and gender

“Sex differences in play are not 
the result of direct hormonal ac-
tion but of a central nervous system 
modified by prenatal testosterone” 
(Fagen 1981, p. 55). In many spe-
cies, male mammals engage in play 
fighting more frequently and more 
aggressively than female mam-
mals. Playful sexual behavior”such 
as mounting” is displayed by both 
sexes, but more frequently by males. 
According to Rosenblatt, there are 
no differences between the behavior 
patterns of the sexes when wolves 
play with each other (Rosenblatt et 

al., 1985). Other researchers have 
found different results for dogs.

Gender differences in 
puppy play

Lund observed agonistic ele-
ments in play between male pup-
pies more frequently than be-
tween female puppies. Both male 
and female puppies preferred 
male play partners for agonistic 
interactions (Lund 1998).

Ward, Bauer, and Smuts (Ward 
et al., 2008) also found differenc-
es in play between puppies. In 
mixed-sex dyads, males initiated 
play more often than their female 
partners. Female puppies prefer 
same-sex play partners earlier 
than males who did not display a 
preference until the 23rd week. In 
mixed-sex dyads, males display 
offensive behaviors more often, 
but also self-handicap more often. 
In same-sex dyads, females and 

males display offensive behaviors 
and self-handicap at similar rates. 
Females display offensive behav-
iors at similar rates toward both 
male and female puppies.

Ward, Bauer, and Smuts con-
clude from the preference for 
same-sex play partners that play 
serves as preparation for competi-
tion between same-sex dogs. Thus, 
play serves as practice for both of-
fensive/defensive behavior and 
appeasement behavior, thereby 
ritualizing aggression. Ward, 
Bauer, and Smuts (2008) propose 
that the early preference of female 
puppies for same-sex play part-
ners is due to the fact that fights 
between adult female dogs re-
sult in more serious injuries than 
fights between males or between 
mixed-sex dogs. Therefore, early 
ritualization of aggression during 
puppy play between females is of 
particular imporance.   
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