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Background 

 

The purpose of this study is to explore whether implementing activities proven to promote 

endogenous oxytocin release can reduce stress behaviour and promote affiliative 

interaction, improving wellbeing in a group environment. 

 

The domestic dog (Canis Familiaris) is a highly social species; research suggests that when 

given the opportunity socialised dogs will choose to observe other dogs and behave in ways 

that maintain contact2. Providing visual and physical contact with conspecifics can have a 

positive effect on psychological wellbeing2 by facilitating social bonds, a fundamental part of 

the dog’s hierarchy of needs3. Group environments such as dog day-care can provide an 

opportunity to enhance social contact, allowing dogs to engage in natural social behaviours 

with conspecifics as well as increasing the novelty of their daily environment1. However, the 

nature of group environments can also be stressful, whether positive (eustress) or negative 

(distress)4, from arousal and excitement of interacting with conspecifics, stimulation from 

novel sounds/scents, anxiety over a shared environment, or the dog’s own past experiences for 

example. Research suggests the brains of higher animals function optimally when receiving a 

specific amount of stimulation, too much (or too little) can lead to adverse mental and physical 

wellbeing; and the perceived loss of predictability or control over such can elicit a physiologic 

stress response in the dog5, 11.  

 

Stress can manifest physically and psychologically and is most easily observed through the 

dog’s behaviour, often used as a means of determining welfare and mental wellbeing6. Over-

arousal, stress, and anxiety can result in stereotypy such as pacing or excessive vocalisation 

that help the dog cope through the repetitive, compulsive movement inducing dopamine 

release35. As a highly allelomimetic species34, this can be detrimental in group environments 

as others mirror these behaviours. Such internal states can also result in a lower reactivity 

threshold, posing a greater risk for altercations within the group6. Beerda et al (1999) found 

chronic stress reduced the coping ability of dogs faced with challenges such as novel 

environment and objects, restraint, and loud noises6. More 

subtle displacement behaviours such as yawning or self-

grooming outside of normal context whilst not necessarily the 

result of stress often indicate a degree of internal conflict in the 

dog and as such low-level anxiety4. Conversely, decreased stress and good welfare have been 

linked with affiliative behaviour such as social play, which generally occurs when animals are 

free from environmental and social stressors31. Research by Robert Sapolsky has shown social 

affiliation to be one of the most fundamental factors in regulating the stress response11; aiding 

“Affiliative behaviour is 

not simply an activity, it 

is also a state of mind”35 
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the development of social and emotional flexibility, conflict resolution, and appropriate 

reactions31, therefore harmony within the group35. Dogs that participate in frequent social play 

have been shown to have lower overall cortisol (stress hormone) levels35. 

 

So how can we facilitate affiliative behaviour as a means of 

reducing stress in a group environment? 

 

The dog’s brain is remarkedly similar to humans, we know from fMRI scans that both species 

have the same basic structures suggesting a degree of similarity in function8. Like us, dogs have 

a hippocampus for memory, amygdala for emotion8, and hypothalamus maintaining 

homeostasis, inter alia, by coordinating pituitary activity including the neuropeptide found in 

both species known as oxytocin21. Synthesised primarily in the brain, oxytocin is transported 

through the hypothalamic-pituitary (HPA) axis and stored until a stimulus induces release21 

into the blood and within brain regions that regulate emotional, cognitive, and social 

behaviours9. It is well substantiated for its role in facilitating pro-social behaviour, bonding, 

and emotional responses that create positive feelings of relaxation, trust, and psychological 

stability; downregulating fear, aggression, pain, anxiety, 

and stress9,10.15,19,20. Its ability to suppress stress 

hormones of the HPA axis, inhibiting sympathetic 

nervous activity (release of adrenalin and noradrenalin 

for ‘fight-or-flight’ response) and stimulating parasympathetic nervous activity (release of 

acetylcholine promoting relaxation and recovery)10 is pertinent when considering natural ways 

of reducing stress in dogs.  

 

Increased oxytocin levels in dogs have been shown to induce positive expectations about 

ambivalent stimuli (cognitive bias)12 suggesting oxytocin induces a positive affective state that 

may encourage willingness to engage with unknown dogs or unfamiliar environments; 

beneficial in a group environment such as dog day-care where members may change 

frequently. Repeated administration of oxytocin has also been shown to have long term anti-

stress effects including lowered blood pressure; increased nociceptive thresholds; decreased 

cortisol; and improved ability to learn15. Oxytocin also acts as an antidepressant through 

dopamine release activating reward centres in the brain10; and stimulates healing, growth, and 

anabolism15.  

 

“Oxytocin is a biomarker 

associated with a calm, relaxed 

state, and positive emotion”16 
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Furthermore, there is growing research in the field of human mental health for the use of stimuli 

associated with endogenous oxytocin release to facilitate behavioural and cognitive therapy as 

an alternative to pharmaceuticals19.  

 

Could we apply this principle to our dogs using natural activities to 

promote endogenous oxytocin release and observe some of the same 

anti-stress and pro-social benefits? 

 

Studies have proven that sight, touch, smell, vocalisation, food, exercise, and social interaction 

promote the release of oxytocin, in addition to psychological mechanisms such as positive 

emotion (sense of wellbeing, happiness) and feeling of safety15,16. Even the sight of positively 

associated stimuli such as a familiar person can trigger oxytocin release in the dog17. Nagasawa 

et al (2015) also demonstrated that mutual eye-gaze between human and dog increased 

oxytocin levels, in both species18. However sustained release requires sight followed by verbal 

and physical contact17 (low intensity stimulation of somatosensory nerves through warm, light 

massage-like stroking10). The fibres activated by touch induce changes in the brain not 

necessarily from the physical sensation but its effects on emotions and the autonomic nervous 

system in limbic areas of the brain that promote oxytocin release15. This somatosensory 

stimulation is also able to activate release of oxytocin from the hypothalamus via a direct 

mechanism not easily inhibited by anxiety15 and repeated stimulation can give rise to the same 

long-lasting effects as repeated administration of oxytocin15.  

 

Adding to this, the evolution of the human-dog relationship has resulted in an interspecies 

oxytocin feedback loop such that when we interact in a positive, calm way oxytocin levels 

increase in both species22. This enhances the dog’s social motivation to approach and 

affiliate17,20 and is reinforced through the positive emotion and social reward18 induced by 

increased levels of endogenous prolactin, endorphins, dopamine22, and decreased 

noradrenaline35.   

 

Psychological mechanisms also trigger the release of oxytocin and the combination of touch 

and verbal reassurance may have additional anti-stress effects than either stimuli alone15. 

Seltzer (2010) found that children comforted solely by their mother’s voice following a social 

stressor showed increased oxytocin levels24. Whilst this finding is based on humans, the 

similarity in brain function between species, and that research has shown the majority of dogs 

have equal or greater activation of the caudate nucleus (brain reward centre) for verbal praise 

than food indicates that dogs, like humans, have brain systems highly tuned to social rewards8.  
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Auditory stimulus in the form of classical music has also been shown to promote relaxation in 

dogs with a calming effect on physiological processes25 creating a positive, safe feeling in the 

dog therefore promoting oxytocin release16. However, given the higher auditory ability of dogs 

the intensity should be low and tempo slow to avoid stress from auditory overstimulation1.  

 

Food intake also increases oxytocin levels23,16 by inducing sensory nerve stimulation of the oral 

mucosa and gastrointestinal tract10; even thinking about food results in an anticipatory rise in 

oxytocin levels23. Satiety also has rewarding and relaxing effects and may facilitate stress 

reduction and affiliation10, as social play often occurs after feeding35.  

 

Interestingly, research has also shown that oxytocin treated animals release an odour which 

counteracts stress in animals in the same enclosure15. It is possible endogenous oxytocin release 

may have the same effect, increasing oxytocin levels in one dog in the group may aid stress 

reduction of others.  

 

This study explores both reducing stress and increasing affiliative behaviour within a group 

because conspecific social interaction naturally elicits the release of further oxytocin by way 

of a positive feedback system. Oxytocin enhances the dog’s social motivation to approach, 

affiliate, and maintain social proximity (particularly in dogs with low endogenous oxytocin 

levels); and endogenous levels of oxytocin increase after dogs engage in conspecific 

affiliation20. Therefore, if we can increase endogenous oxytocin through the stimuli discussed 

above this may encourage affiliative behaviour which then triggers further oxytocin release 

initiating more affiliative behaviour19; the basis for formation, development, and maintenance 

of social bonds20,31 fundamental to wellbeing3.  

 

Fortunately affiliative behaviour, in particular social play, is inherently self-reinforcing7 as 

activating the oxytocin system enhances social reward18 through the immediate psychological 

benefit of endogenous opioid and dopamine release creating a pleasurable experience7. This 

positive feedback from behaviourally induced oxytocin facilitates repeated interactions with 

individuals with whom positive interactions have already occurred, further strengthening social 

bonds20,31 and improving current welfare. In addition, the long-term health benefits of social 

interaction improve future welfare, and as a socially contagious behaviour, the welfare of others 

in a group environment7. Research in several species confirms that those who maintain strong, 

lasting bonds (friendships) experience less stress, more offspring, longer lives, and are 

healthier10,15.  
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Much of the research on oxytocin is in a clinical setting administering oxytocin and measuring 

physiological effects, with limited research available on the correlation between endogenous 

oxytocin levels and intergroup behaviour. Non-clinical studies of endogenous oxytocin 

discovered do not support the findings of clinical research, instead showing no significant 

effect of the tested stimulus on endogenous oxytocin levels29,30. The objective of this study is 

therefore to explore the effect of stimuli (that have already been demonstrated to promote 

endogenous oxytocin release in a clinical setting) on behaviour in a non-clinical group 

environment, with the hypothesis that such will:- 

 

(1)  Reduce the overall frequency of stress behaviour displayed by group members; 

(2)  Increase the overall frequency of affiliative behaviour displayed by group members; 

(3)  Demonstrate the greatest increase in frequency of affiliative behaviour in group 

members who in the control display the lowest frequency of affiliative behaviour. 

 

Research Design 

 

The study was carried out through continuous observation of 7 dogs (Appendix 0) attending 

their usual (5 days a week) day-care facility; this method being considered non-invasive so as 

not to affect the dogs’ behaviour or cause stress. The owner of each dog was asked to implement 

a set of activities known to increase endogenous oxytocin levels (Appendix 1). The dogs’ 

behaviour was then observed and documented using an ethogram (Appendix 3), in addition to 

continuous monitoring via video recording for secondary analysis (Appendix 2A). Control data 

were obtained under the same conditions without implementation of activities (Appendix 2B). 

 

Activity 1: Auditory stimuli – classical music26 facilitating a relaxed, safe state promoting 

oxytocin release16,25. 

 

Activity 2: Food intake – snuffle-mats and puzzle-feeders stimulating natural foraging 

behaviour, reward, and sense of control; food intake stimulating sensory nerves of the oral 

mucosa promoting oxytocin release10.  

 
 

 
 

Figure 1: Activity 2 
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Activity 3: Somatosensory and auditory stimuli – Several studies have investigated the 

effects of human-dog interaction on oxytocin levels finding a positive correlation, however, 

interaction was free-form27,28 making it difficult to reproduce. The findings are however 

supported by other research on rats utilising 40 strokes per minute for 5 minutes23. Given the 

significantly larger scale of the dog; and that oxytocin and cortisol levels are associated with 

the type of tactile stimuli (more frequent activating touch (scratching/patting) resulting in 

higher cortisol levels27), the guide in this study was 10-15 gentle, sweeping strokes per minute 

for medium-sized dogs. If appropriate, on the front side of the chest and abdomen16 (where 

vagal innervation ultimately links to fibres which mediate oxytocin release15). The owner also 

provided praise and reassurance in a calm, soft tone to stimulate the reward centre of the brain8 

and positive emotion/feeling of safety in the dog. ‘Gazing’ was also encouraged, if comfortable 

for the dog, to further promote oxytocin release16. 

 

Activity 4: Observation / Free-form interaction - Research suggests oxytocin is released into 

the peripheral circulation within seconds of social stimuli, with a half-life <5 minutes20. 

Behavioural observation was therefore carried out immediately following completion of the 

last activity for a period of 10 minutes. As oxytocin was not measured in this study, Figure 2 

shows data from Handlin et al (2011) of the anticipated trend in oxytocin levels post activities 

together with the period of behavioural observation in this study28. 

 

 

Figure 2: Period of behavioural observation against anticipated 

canine oxytocin level trend post Activity 3 

 

 

 



8 of 21 

 

Results & Discussion 

 

Control data (Appendix 2A) shows all bar one dog displayed both affiliative and stress 

behaviour indicating that whilst social interaction occurs within the group there is also a degree 

of anxiety, over-arousal, or stress in the dogs’ normal daily routine. Stress behaviour made up 

60% of all behaviour recorded; pacing and barking the two most frequently displayed. 

 

 

Figure 3: Frequency of stress behaviour recorded in the control 

 

Data recorded following participation in the activities (Appendix 2B) shows the frequency of 

stress behaviour of the group decreased by 58.3%, supporting hypothesis 1. Only one member 

of the group showed an increase in stress behaviour post activities, observed in the only female 

participant in the study. Other studies have produced similar findings36,14; it has been proposed 

that oxytocinergic modulation of stress, anxiety, and negative emotional stimuli may vary as a 

result of sexually dimorphic circuits within the brain36. 

   

        

Figure 4: Stress behaviour observed 
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Frequency of prolonged barking showed no overall change post activities however viewing 

consolidated vocalisation data (barking, prolonged barking, and whining) shows a reduction in 

frequency across the group, including one participant who was consistently vocal in both 

conditions, suggesting the group as a whole may have experienced lower arousal post activities. 

 

A further data trend supporting hypothesis 1 was the decrease in overall frequency of behaviour 

observed post activities (more time was spent resting or relaxed locomotion) for all bar two 

participants, indicating a calmer demeanour of the group.   

 

 

 

In comparison, and supporting hypothesis 2, affiliative behaviour post activities increased by 

57.8%. Affiliation through conspecific social play and approaching a human showed the 

greatest increase in frequency; and a greater number of dogs chose to approach, in line with 

other studies20. In addition, 3 affiliative behaviours (pawing, play bark, muzzle lick) were 

recorded only post activities.  
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Hypothesis 3 was formed based on research using administration of oxytocin where its effects 

were believed to be modulated by natural individual differences in endogenous oxytocin; dogs 

with high endogenous oxytocin were less responsive to the effects of administered oxytocin20. 

The findings of this study relying on endogenous oxytocin however show no correlation 

between participants displaying the lowest frequency of affiliative behaviour in the control 

having the greatest increase in affiliative behaviour post activities. Interestingly, the data 

suggest the activities were in fact most effective in youngsters, with Z (2yrs), A (2yrs), and Ar 

(8mths) utilising 100% affiliative behaviour post activities whereas older dogs still displayed 

some stress behaviour in addition to increased affiliative behaviour. It is possible that like 

humans, basal oxytocin levels decrease with age33; and youngsters’ ability to recover from 

stress is more resilient. This finding is contrary to that of Powell et al (2019) which found no 

significant correlation between age and oxytocin level post human interaction29.  

 

 .   

Figure 7: Affiliative behaviour observed 

 

The overall data show a positive association between the selected activities and a reduction in 

stress behaviour in conjunction with an increase in affiliative behaviour within the group. 

Based on the known anti-stress and pro-social effects of oxytocin9,10.15,19,20 and existing 

research on the correlation between the activities and oxytocin release16,10,18,28, it would be 

reasonable to consider that participation in the activities increased endogenous oxytocin. 
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Considerations 

 
As an observational study there was no measure of endogenous oxytocin (or cortisol) to support 

the behavioural findings and it is not possible to exclude the possibility that partaking in the 

activities affected behaviour through the enrichment aspect of such in addition or as opposed 

to oxytocin release. Non-invasive methods of measuring oxytocin and cortisol via salivary, 

urinary, or plasma samples should be considered in future research.  

 

Data was subject to single interpretation of the behaviour and context however by re-viewing 

the video footage this provided a more objective view and ensured accuracy of recording4. 

Future studies may benefit from a second observer to increase inter-rater reliability. 

 

This study looked at the frequency but not specifically the duration of affiliative behaviour 

(duration was accounted for by classing interactions as additional behaviours if continuing for 

over 5 seconds). Duration is a factor pertinent to the maintenance of social bonds and an 

additional observational parameter to be considered.  

 

The sample size and demographic of this study are limited with 86% of participants neutered 

males and 57% the same or closely related breed. Focussed samples of same sex, breed, and 

age would be beneficial to further substantiate the study findings.  

 

For a longer-term perspective of utilising the findings of this study, research into the effects of 

habituation should be investigated as to whether the effects of partaking in the activities reduce 

over time.  

 

Conclusion  

 

The aim of this study was to explore whether implementing activities proven to promote 

endogenous oxytocin release could reduce the frequency of stress behaviour and increase 

affiliative interaction, improving wellbeing in a group environment. Three primary activities 

were used, namely classical music, food intake, and human interaction, with observational data 

of the dogs’ behaviour recorded after participation (and control condition). The data recorded 

shows that these activities are associated with a reduction in the frequency of stress behaviour 

and increase in the frequency of affiliative behaviour displayed within the group, supporting 

two of the study hypotheses. The hypothesis that participants displaying the lowest frequency 

of affiliative behaviour in the control would show the greatest increase post activities was not 

supported; data instead indicating that youngsters may experience the most anti-stress and pro-

social benefit from the activities. Whilst implementing additional parameters, including 
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measurement of endogenous oxytocin and cortisol levels in a non-clinical environment 

(research which is currently limited), would be necessary to substantiate the findings of this 

study, we should nonetheless acknowledge the possibility that natural and easily implemented 

activities known to promote oxytocin release can positively affect the immediate and long-term 

behaviour, wellbeing, and health of our dogs. 
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Appendices 
 
Appendix 0 – Statistical data of participating dogs 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Name Breed 

Age  
(at time of data 

recording) Size Sex 

 

P 

  

Dalmatian 

  

 

3 years 

  

 

Large 

  

Female – Spayed 

  

 

H 

  

 

English Cocker Spaniel 

  

 

7 years 

  

 

Medium 

  

 

Male – Neutered 

  

 

Z 

  

English Cocker Spaniel 

  

 

2 years 

  

 

Medium 

  

 

Male – Neutered 

  

Ar 

  

Cockapoo 

  

8 months 

  

Small 

  

Male – Neutered 

  

 

A 

  

Labrador 

  

 

2 years 

  

 

Large 

  

 

Male – Neutered 

  

 

C 

  

English Cocker Spaniel 

  

9 years 

  

Medium 

  

 

Male – Neutered 

  

 

D 

  

Andalusian Hound 

  

7 years 

  

Medium 

  

Male – Neutered 
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Appendix 1 – Information Pack 
 
 

INFORMATION PACK 
 

 

____________________________________________ 

 

 

I am studying with the International School for Canine Psychology and Behaviour and 

currently researching how different activities effect intergroup behaviours and 

relationships. Below you will find details of the activities each dog will take part in which 

have been chosen to promote the release of oxytocin, a natural hormone found in both 

dogs and humans also known as the ‘love hormone’.  

 

Thank you for agreeing to take part in this research and should you have queries prior to 

commencement or during any of the activities please do not hesitate to ask. 

 

____________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Activity 1 – You will be provided with a pre-recording of classical music to be played at low 

level volume from commencement, and for the entirety, of the session (approximately 30 

minutes). This is intended to create a relaxed, calm atmosphere. 

 

Activity 2 – A feeding activity (puzzle feeder/snuffle mat) will be provided for each dog with 

20 small pieces of treat hidden inside for the dog to forage. It is expected that the feeding 

activity will range in duration from 5 – 10 minutes.  

 

Activity 3 – Each dog should be stroked with slow, sweeping movements (approximately 10-

15 strokes per minute for a medium sized dog) if permitted, along their chest and abdomen, 

using a soft tone of voice to talk to the dog including praise and reassurance (i.e. “good 

boy/girl”). For dogs comfortable in doing so, engaging in sustained soft eye contact (‘gazing’) 

is encouraged. Interaction should continue for 10 minutes. 

 

Activity 4 – The dogs will then be free to interact at will for the remainder of the session with 

observational and video recording of their behaviour for 10 minutes. 

 

____________________________________________ 

 

 

 
Only dogs that have an existing, positive social relationship and have been vetted for aggressive/agnostic 

behaviours (including resource guarding) should participate in this research. 

 

Food activities should use the dog’s normal daily diet to avoid gastrointestinal sensitivities and should be 

removed following completion of the activity. A higher value treat may be traded for the feeding toy should 

it be necessary to interrupt the session for any reason.  

 

Please advise in the event there have been any unusual or stressful occurrences (for example a visit to the 

vets) prior to commencing the research. 

 

 



15 of 21 

 

Appendix 2A – Table of recorded behaviour in the control 
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Frequency per Dog 

  P Z H A Ar C D Total 

Shake-off   4 1         5 

Defence     4         4 

Intercept   2           2 

Pacing 2 1   1 2 2 1 9 

Jump-up       1       1 

Paw Lift   1   1       2 

Auto-grooming           1 1 2 

Withdrawal     1     1 1 3 

Bark     3 7   1   11 

Prolonged Bark     4         4 

Whine     4         4 

Nose Lick           1   1 

Yawn               0 

Play-bow       3       3 

Play-mounting         1     1 

Inguinal Sniff   1   3       4 

Human   1 2 2       5 

Social Play   7     7     14 

Muzzle Sniff   4   1       5 

Sniff & contact         1   1 2 

Proximity 1     2     1 4 

Muzzle Lick               0 

Play Bark               0 

Pawing               0 

Total 3 21 19 21 11 6 5 86 
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Appendix 2B – Table of recorded behaviour post activities 
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Frequency per Dog 

  P Z H A Ar C D Total 

Shake-off     1         1 

Defence 1   1       1 3 

Intercept               0 

Pacing           2   2 

Jump-up               0 

Paw Lift 1             1 

Auto-grooming           1   1 

Withdrawal     1       1 2 

Bark     2         2 

Prolonged Bark 1   3         4 

Whine     1         1 

Nose Lick               0 

Yawn 3             3 

Play-bow         4 1   5 

Play-mounting         3     3 

Inguinal Sniff         3   1 4 

Human 1   4 1 2 1   9 

Social Play   12   12       24 

Muzzle Sniff   1 2   1     4 

Sniff & contact         1     1 

Proximity     1 1 1   1 4 

Muzzle Lick 1 2           3 

Play Bark         1      1 

Pawing   2           2 

Total 8 17 16 14 16 5 4 80 

 



17 of 21 

 

Appendix 3 – Ethogram32,34,35 

 

Behaviour Description Category 

 

Behaviours within the stress category are considered to occur in the presence of muscular tension in the 

face and/or body, particularly in the jaw, and lack of affiliative meta-signals 

 

Shake-off Rapid side-to-side movement of the body as if shaking water off the back Stress 

Defence 

Mouth opens and closes snapping the air without making any physical 

contact with another dog Stress 

Intercept Dog places itself between one or more other dogs Stress 

Pacing Walks back and forth repetitively with no end-goal  Stress 

Jump-up 

Hind legs on the floor and rears up whether forelegs are in the air or in contact 

with an object or being Stress 

Paw Lift Single foreleg is raised and momentarily held off the ground  Stress 

Auto-grooming Self-directed behaviour including scratching, licking, pawing any part of self Stress 

Withdrawal 

Retreating and remaining away from all other conspecifics and 

heterospecifics for at least 5 seconds Stress 

Bark Lower pitch short sharp vocalisation that ceases within 5 seconds  Stress 

Prolonged Bark 

Consistent, repetitive, static vocalisation that continues without pause for 

minimum 5 - maximum 10 seconds Stress 

Whine Higher pitch, nasal sounding vocalisation that ceases within 5 seconds  Stress 

Nose lick Tongue out briefly, may curl up to touch own nose Stress 

Yawn Jaws open wide without vocalisation, equivalent of a human yawn Stress 

 

Behaviours within the affiliative category are considered to occur without tension in the face or body, 

relaxed tail carriage, jaws slightly open, head may be lowered, and soft eyes 

 

Play-bow 

Lowered forelegs, raised back end, ears up, tail down, relaxed body posture 

and facial expression. Counted as an independent behaviour unless 

immediately preceding ‘Social Play’. Affiliative 

Play Mounting 

Rears up on hindlegs placing forelegs on the back of another dog with prior 

meta-signals indicating play Affiliative 

Inguinal Sniff Nose/sniffing within the inguinal region of another dog  Affiliative 
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Human  

 

Approaches heterospecific (whether owner or another human) with relaxed 

body posture, play signals 

 

 

Affiliative 

Social Play  

Play signals and exaggerated movements with relaxed body and face 

interacting with another dog including chasing, mouthing, tackling, rolling 

over; and allowing role reversal. Considered one behaviour for continued 

interaction of up to 10 seconds without pause; or after a minimum break of 

5 seconds. Play bow immediately preceding social play is not counted as a 

independent behaviour to Social Play. Social play involving two or more 

dogs is counted for each dog.  Affiliative 

Muzzle sniff Uses tip of nose to gently sniff and/or nudge another dog’s muzzle Affiliative 

Sniff & contact 

Sniffs and makes physical contact with any body part (excluding muzzle or 

tail) of another dog Affiliative 

Proximity 

Intentionally moves to be within close (maximum 1ft) proximity of another 

dog without making physical contact Affiliative 

Muzzle lick Licking repeatedly another dog's nose, lips, or chin Affiliative 

Play bark 

Brighter, higher pitch vocalisation likely to be accompanied by other play 

signals Affiliative 

Pawing Placing one paw gently on another dog's head or face  Affiliative 
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