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Playing for Life! Increasing the Quality of Life for Shelter 

Dogs with Play Groups  

Live Webcast Audience Questions and Answers 
By Aimee Sadler 

September 19, 2013 

 

 

 

 

1) Q:  I’m wondering if there will be any stats proving that play groups improve 

adoptions or improve length of stay. I’ve been ask to get scientific proof to validate 

starting up the program in our shelter. 

 

A:  We currently have a survey circulating and hope to glean specific stats to reflect the 

reported benefits of implementing daily play groups for shelter dogs.  

 

2) Q:  Most of our dogs are intact males. Can you address how to maintain play group 

without fights breaking out? 

 

A:  Remember, dogs are meant to be living together in groups with all of their parts! 

While there certainly can be triggers for conflicts that revolve around sexual 

identification and access to resources (such as a female in heat) as well as status 

hierarchy within the group, it is normal and possible for intact males to interact non-

aggressively with one another. We support treating animals as individuals and allowing 

them to demonstrate their behavior more than making assumptions about their behavior 

based upon various criteria.  

 

3) Q:  For large dogs, how much space is needed? Is there a good rule of thumb of 

square feet per dog? 

 

A:  It depends more upon personality and play style than physical size and space. 

Generally speaking, though, we feel that when there is more space the dogs have more 

opportunity to alleviate tension between one another. All living things seem to benefit 

from the opportunity to create space if uncomfortable or nervous in a social situation.  

 

4) Q:  What if your rural shelter does not have the budget, or the local talent for a 

well-qualified volunteer coordinator? 

 

A:  It is worth considering the possibility of a talented and well-qualified VOLUNTEER 

Volunteer Coordinator! Just like the animals, people can surprise us and one never knows 

until one tries what potential lies within… 

 

5) Q:  Do the dogs always have the leashes on during play group? When do you decide 

that they can be off leash in play group? 
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A:  Once the dogs have demonstrated social and playful behaviors, in addition to the 

“known” dogs behaving comfortably with the “unknown” dog, we will take that as an 

indicator that removing the leash is prudent.  

 

6) Q:  How do you assess dog-dog aggression? 

 

A:  We allow dogs to have access to other dogs, muzzled when in doubt of the outcome, 

to observe their behaviors with other dogs to ultimately assess their ability to be social or 

their propensity for aggression.  

 

7) Q:  How do you know when enough is enough, and what are appropriate 

interactions by handlers to cool things off? 

 

A:  Is the play mutual?...is one having fun at the expense of the other?...are the responses 

proportional to the feedback from the other dogs/handler? If the answer is no to any of 

these questions, this is when we will advise intervention…mild or more intense, in 

correlation to the intensity of the behavior.  

 

8) Q:  Do you have any concerns with high levels of adrenaline during the play groups 

that could lead to fighting? 

 

A:  I can’t say that I have been provided with the scientific evidence during the course of 

play groups that would pinpoint a surge in adrenaline as the trigger of a problem? I am 

sure there is a physiological response occurring when any living being is in a heightened 

state of arousal, anxiety, fear and/or distress, but…from my extensive experience, that 

does not leave me with the impression that I should be specifically concerned with surges 

of adrenaline in the context of dog-dog interactions in play groups.  

 

9) Q:  What is the first step toward bringing play groups into our shelter? 

 

A:  Reach out to us (aimee@sasfinc.org) and we will provide you with a 

seminar/internship request letter that should answer most questions. The next step is 

securing dates on our calendar and we will be at your shelter with bells on! 

http://www.dogsplayingforlife.com 

 

10) Q:  How do you manage the legal liability of dogs being off leash in a play group 

when it goes wrong? 

 

A:  Any liability to consider regarding play groups is the same as the liability to consider 

when allowing volunteers to remove unknown animals from a stressful and confined 

enclosure to interact with them in any way…or the liability of integrating cats into a 

group housing environment. Any program implementation should evaluate risk vs. 

benefit. Adding play groups to your shelter resources is no different than the addition of 

any other animal enrichment, handling or training program.  
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11) Q:  How do you train yourself to not be overprotective with the dogs in play groups? 

I have a tendency to intervene to keep dogs safe. 

 

A:  Most assuredly, strong play group handlers are best trained by experience and 

mentorships. Our ability to interact and monitor dog-dog interactions in a healthy and 

safe way revolves around the acceptance that dogs are better at being dogs than we 

are!...but…admittedly, not everyone shares my confidence in this perspective.  

 

12) Q:  Minimally, what is the best amount of times for any dog to be in a play group 

per week? We have limited staff and just started introducing play groups. We have 

started in pairs. I notice most staff and volunteers get very nervous letting the dogs 

play in groups. How do we make this a more natural and fun activity? 

 

A:  The key component to successful play groups is the comfort level of the handler. It is 

challenging to try to influence people to do more if they are afraid; their concerns will be 

reflected in their handling and the animals tend to respond anxiously in kind. Our 

strongest suggestion is to allow those that are most comfortable to run play groups (no 

matter their role or position with the shelter) to glean the most benefit…for dogs and 

people.  

 

13) Q:  It has been said that dog aggression is because the dog is fearful of others 

whether it is another dog or a human - how do you tell the difference between true 

dog fear and dog aggression? 

 

A:  A Fearfully (or defensively) aggressive animal will chose flight if it is perceived. 

Offensive aggression occurs even when flight is available. I do not agree with the blanket 

statement that all aggression is created equal…that it only occurs out of fear.   

 

14) Q:  Do you feel that group play may bring out bad habits in dogs that they learn 

from the more active dogs? 

 

A:  I do believe that obnoxious and/or inappropriate behaviors can be reinforced during 

play group. Similarly, I believe that healthy and appropriate social interactions can be 

reinforced during play group. Learning occurs through experience of reinforcement and 

punishment of behaviors. Play groups provide an environment for dogs to learn about 

conspecific interactions.  

 

15) Q:  I have a male shelter dog who lacks social skills. He only responds well to 

dominant females who put him in his place. He is very aggressive with male dogs. 

What strategies would you use to help him learn some skills without putting the 

other dogs at risk? 

 

A:  We utilize muzzles in conjunction with socially appropriate and well-selected helper 

dogs to smooth out inappropriate behaviors. The muzzles can be removed quickly if it is 

determined that the dog is interested in interacting more appropriately.  
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16) What are your thoughts on integrating dogs who may have been used for fighting 

purposes? 

 

A:  This response is consistent with the answer to #16. We do not treat dogs from cruelty 

cases any differently than the rest of our shelter dogs; they are provided the same 

resources, including play groups. In fact, when a dog comes in with any reported history 

of dog aggression, we consider it important to assess their behavior most accurately via 

play groups. 

 

17) What if you don’t have calm collected dogs to use for groups with timid ones? Our 

shelter has a very short shelter stay so we don’t always have dogs that are calm, 

polite and friendly with other dogs to use as a safety with other dogs. 

 

A:  If your average length of stay is less than 10 days, you might find it more valuable to 

consider your use of play groups differently. In these cases, play groups will provide you 

with a more comprehensive assessment of dog-dog interactions that will assist you with 

adoption matching, no doubt…but…you might consider minimizing any risk if the dogs 

are flying out of your doors! 

 

The other option is to use socially appropriate staff dogs as your helper dogs for low 

energy, nervous and/or Gentle and Dainty shelter dogs.  

 

18) Typically what is the ratio of humans to dogs in the play yard? 

 

A:  It is my understanding that currently there are no regulations pertaining to 

handler/dog ratio for play groups in shelters (as there are in professional doggie day 

cares). My recommendation will consistently be the comfort level of the handler based 

upon the dynamic of the individual dogs that are present.   

 

19) How do you determine which dogs play with each other? Are there multiple play 

groups per day or only one? 

 

A:  We are recommending the rotation of the legally and medically cleared shelter dog 

population on a daily basis. Many shelters find it most efficient and effective to do so in 

the morning, during the cleaning routine (prior to initial feeding).  

 

20) Is the social session introduction into the primary play area? We have always used 

what we called the playpen where the new guest was taken and what was called the 

"ambassadog" was brought in followed individually by the other guests. 

 

A:  What you describe is an ideal set-up for introductions of unknown dogs. In some 

cases, using a group of social dogs can be more beneficial than a 1-1 interaction, but in 

general, easing a new dog in a dog at time has proven to be very successful. Again, the 

comfort level of the handler is to be considered most.  
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21) How do you deal with dogs that do not cope well with normal greetings out of 

discomfort/fear--like rear sniffs - and react more than just being a little "snippy"? 

 

A:  The key to supporting these dogs to more appropriate and stable responses is the 

helper dog (and muzzles if in doubt; they can always be removed promptly if the handler 

choses). You will want to identify dogs that are consistently friendly and playful with less 

of a tendency to overreact or correct an unsocial dog.  

 

22) How long would it take for a mini-pack to form within a territory? What do you do 

to prevent them from forming when you have only a small number of dogs in your 

care? 

 

A:  This will depend upon the individual dogs. Rotating your social dogs between 

themselves is the most effective way to diminish the propensity for pack relationships to 

be developed in a detrimental way for shelter play groups. 

 

23) Was the dog conditioned to the muzzle previously? How do you know when to take 

off the muzzle? Why do you suggest nylon and oversized muzzles? 

 

A:  We use nylon, oversized muzzles so that the dog can pant, breath and drink 

adequately while minimizing their ability to get a hold of another dog and/or cause 

injury. We do not take the time to acclimate or condition the dogs to muzzles as this 

protocol is not efficient for most shelter play groups and is often times unnecessary in 

this context.  

 

24) Are all these dogs spayed and neutered before they enter a play group? What is the 

male to female ratio in a playgroup? 

 

A:  This is not the case at our shelters as we have determined that the benefits of play 

groups outweighs the risk of detrimental sexual or behavioral interactions as a result of 

dogs being intact. If we were to wait, the average female stray would not benefit from 

play groups for a minimum of 15 days. We do not see this as a necessary course of action 

or in the best interest of the dogs. 

 

The male to female ratio will depend upon the individual dogs, their play styles and the 

comfort level of the handler.  

 

25) The video with the initially reactive shepherd (pretty eyes), there was a fair amount 

of humping with the other dogs (not long durations, just quick attempts) at first, is 

that something you would encourage a dog to "knock it off" how would you address 

it? 

 

A:  See the answer to #7. Mounting is part of normal canine social interactions. It is my 

opinion that handlers can create stress and/or confusion between the dogs when normal 

canine interactions are frequently interrupted. 
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26) Do you have a set group you always use of good social dogs, and you add reactive 

ones to it? Would you ever do a group with 2 reactive dogs together? 

 

A:  Yes, we tend to identify helper dogs that we will use to smooth out reactive dogs. We 

typically avoid using reactive dogs with one another initially, although, many times dogs 

will begin as reactive and become stable helper dogs, such as Halo (the shepherd-type 

mix in the presentation). It is important that you protect and cherish your helper dogs and 

give them a break from meeting rude or inappropriate dogs consistently to minimize any 

negative effects of anti-social interactions.  

 

27) Are you ever worried about dogs turning on each other if they feel cornered if they 

cohabitate together? 

 

A:  I would be more concerned about this outcome as a result of personality and/or 

behavioral conflicts than simply a result of dogs feeling cornered because they 

cohabitate.  

 

28) How do you kennel dogs together, to begin with? How do you decide that? 

 

A:  They chose each other in play group  

 

29) Do you ever label a dog "dog aggressive?” 

 

A:  Yes. 

 

30) For Rough and Rowdy - you said this is the one where people tend to interrupt 

unnecessarily - but how do you keep it safe, stop over-arousal? 

 

A:  Over-arousal isn’t necessarily the issue; allowing rough and rowdy play can, in fact, 

help to alleviate arousal issues…and it can be an opportunity for a dog to rehearse over-

arousal that tips into aggression. They key is the observational and management skills of 

the handler. As a rule, we prefer that dogs learn how to communicate effectively with one 

another, so…if one is becoming aroused and inappropriate, it is ideal for their playmate 

to convey that the offender needs to settle down. When the handler observes that this 

exchange is not successful, it is appropriate to provide meaningful information to the rude 

dog to help them engage more responsively.  

 

31) If a dog sniffing goes in for a tail bite or bites rear legs, could that be barrier 

reactivity? Please say more about the greeting ritual and what you do. 

 

A:  I have not experienced this as a typical response; it is more unique. It is hard for me 

to conclude that this behavior is related to barrier reactivity unless I was a witness to it at 

that moment. Dogs will typically seek to sniff the mouth and the anus for thorough 

identification of one another. I do not attempt to dictate or orchestrate this exchange, but 

there are times where I will identify that there is frustration being built due to a young, 

inexperienced, stressed, fearful or maybe overly aroused dog that will not complete the 
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ritual. In these moments, handlers can assist the dogs by settling them down as a group to 

concentrate on polite exchanges to complete the “front door, back door” greeting.  

 

32) If you have some senior/elderly dogs in your shelter who are less physically able, 

and could possibly get hurt in a rough rowdy group, would you put those dogs in a 

separate play group? 

 

A:  Yes; creating Gentle and Dainty groups with social and tolerant dogs can be very 

positive for these dogs where forcing them into Rough and Rowdy play groups can be 

distressing instead of beneficial.  

 

33) I have seen lots of mixed groups in your videos but the last one was only "pit" 

mixes. Is that a good start for bullies, to start them with their own kind? 

 

A:  We treat all dogs as individuals and tend not to make any assumptions about behavior 

based upon breed. So, no…I couldn’t say that putting bullies or herders or sight hounds 

in together would be more beneficial than choosing dogs with compatible play styles. 

 

34) Is there any benefit of walking some dogs in advance of play groups to get them 

slightly tired? 

 

A:  Yes, some dogs can certainly benefit from depleting excess/nervous/imbalanced 

energy but many shelters will struggle with the efficiency of this approach so we don’t 

condone protocols that require it; it’s not a necessity for most dogs.  Let the dogs show 

you what will work best and most efficiently for them within your comfort level.  

 

35) Are there videos available to shelters to help teach these techniques? 

 

A:  We have a video named “Success Through Socialization” available at Tawzer Video 

and on Dogwise.  

 

36) Do you have the stats for before the program was started... to see the improvement? 

 

A:  At our two primary, open-admission shelters (Southampton Animal Shelter 

Foundation and Longmont Humane Society) both increased their live release rate for 

dogs from the mid 70% to above 95% by implementing the Playing for Life!™ progam. 

Austin Pets Alive! has reported that the without the Playing for Life!™ progam their 

cities Live Release would be 86% rather than their current 93% for canines. Edmonton 

Humane Society reported an increase in their Live Release by 8% in the first 30 days 

after modifying their approach to play groups after their Playing for Life!™ seminar and 

training.  

  

37) Could I get those stats of the study with the cortisol levels? 

 

A:  Belpedio, C., Buffington, L., Clusman, S., Prete, F., Sadler, A., Whittemore, L., & 
Mungre, S. (2010). Effect of multidog play-groups on cortisol levels and behavior of dogs 
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(Canis lupus familiaris) housed in a humane society. Journal of Applied Companion Animal 
Behavior, 4(1), 15-27 

 

38) Do you ever do a seminar like this live that people can go to? I work at the Ottawa 

humane society and I need a few staff to see this in person to understand to not 

interrupt play. 

 

A:  Visit my professional calendar (link below) to see scheduled seminars. Most are 

sponsored and are free of charge and welcome attendees from outside organizations. 

Additionally, you can visit our website for more seminar information: 

 

http://www.dogsplayingforlife.com 

 

https://www.google.com/calendar/embed?src=hgvgev76snlph04bp9to646t80%40group.c

alendar.google.com&ctz=America/Denver 

 

39) How do you best prepare volunteers to be able to handle play groups? Can you offer 

some resources for volunteer training? 

 

A:  We encourage shelters to invite volunteers to our seminars and trainings as they will 

prepare them along with staff to run play groups. Many shelters have relied solely on 

their volunteers to manage their new play group program.  

 

40) What do you suggest with shelters who have a large yard with chain link fence but 

that have other smaller play yards that butt up to the long yard you are doing play 

group in - should it be tarped so that the dogs in the yard can’t see the other dogs? 

 

A:  Not necessarily. This can be an excellent opportunity to provide the dogs information 

about nuisance barrier reactivity; it depends upon the facility. 

 

41) What about issues surrounding disease control, dogs incubating infectious disease 

prior to showing clinical signs? 

 

A:  Shelters will want to confer with their medical departments to create play group 

protocols that will consider disease management at your facility. More and more shelter 

veterinarians are embracing play groups as a positive addition to herd health 

management, considering the medical and emotional well-being of the animals 

simultaneously.  

 

42) Could you provide a list of the 50 shelters that have already implemented this, so we 

could possibly visit & observe? 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B4gxE2SKz43GeVY3cFpRSEVDY1U/edit?usp=sharing 

 

43) How often do shelter play group dogs fail from aggressive behavior after adoption? 
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A:  I do not have a statistic to provide. Anecdotally, when dogs do well in shelter play 

groups and have successful dog meets prior to adoption and then participate in aggression 

with the other dog/s in the home, it tends to be a resource guarding behavior (people, 

place, things). If successful play group dogs demonstrate aggression to animals outside of 

the home it tends to be prey and/or territorial aggression. Aggression manifesting in the 

home when not demonstrated in the shelter runs across the board, from animal-animal 

interactions to animal-human interactions. It is imprudent to say that we can consistently 

and accurately predict behavior outside of the shelter based upon what we experience and 

observe of animals while in our care.  

 

44) Do you find that some dogs (strays in particular) are not socially connected to 

handlers and therefore more difficult to train with manners? 

 

A:  No. Our programs focus on the principles of learning which offer us the opportunity 

to train animals without a reliance upon relationship. While we are always creating 

relationship when interacting with our shelter animals, it is ideal to train without relying 

upon individual relationships to progress the animals.  The goal is to generalize their 

learning to multiple handlers and prospective adopters (unless we intend to adopt them 

ourselves).  

 

45) I do play groups at my shelter and I have had a trainer tell me that when we let 

them play we need to remove their collars so that they don't get hurt. What is your 

take on that? 

 

A:   In professional doggie daycares I support this position. With shelter dogs I believe it 

is safer to have them wear flat collars in case they need to be handled immediately or in 

the context of an altercation; I would prefer handlers not trying to get a hold of dogs by 

their scruff (which is a likely set-up for a bite).   

 

46) What are the signs of kennel craze and how do you prevent it? 

 

A:  On-leash reactivity, barrier reactivity, obsessive-compulsive behaviors, self-

mutilation, excessive vocalization, etc., etc. We have experienced that the most effective 

remedy for many of these behaviors for most shelter dogs is daily PLAY GROUPS  
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