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You know a play bow when you see one. That 
crouching, lowering of the forelimbs while a dog 
is standing on his hind legs is something that we 

trainers look for in dog-dog interactions, because it gives 
us clues as to a dog’s intentions and sociability. We may 
even teach our clients to recognize it. It is part of our 
work. Thanks to scientific research, what we know about 
this behavior today is amazingly rich. The play bow can 
be an invitation to play, a request for forgiveness, a pause 
that helps sort out complex communications, and more. 
How do we know so much about this action? 
 
What we know about the play bow grew in stages. The 
path will be interesting to trainers who want to see science 
guide our profession and supersede some misinformed 
dog behavior myths. 

The Amazing Play Bow: How Do We 
Know What We Know?
Laurene von Klan, CPDT-KA

Stages of Understanding 
People have known about the play bow for a long time. 
Charles Darwin even wrote about it. Yet there had been 
little scientific material written about it, or canine play 
generally, until the research of Dr. Marc Bekoff in the 
1970s. 

Bekoff first suggested that the bow was an invitation to play 
in 1972, and he developed a list of canine play behaviors — 
called an ethogram — that could be used for documenting 
and gathering data on play. By 1974, Bekoff published a 
study that documented the occurrence of play behaviors. 
The canids in this study were all very young and included 
coyotes, wolves, and Beagles. Pairs of animals were allowed 
to interact for 15 minutes every day. Observers had a list 
of 35 behaviors to watch for and document. Several were 

©
 G

et
ty

 Im
ag

es



28  The APDT Chronicle of the Dog  Spring 2015 www.APDT.com

found to initiate play, but the play bow stood out. It seemed 
to be the most recognized as an invitation — its success was 
higher than others and it was frequently used. The study 
also documented typical play 
behavior sequences, and found 
that the play bow was rarely 
delivered outside the context of 
play (Bekoff, 1974). 

Bekoff’s 1977 study zeroed in 
on the play bow. This study 
documented the form of the 
play bow — its shape and 
biomechanics — and its duration. 
This study population was 
similar but included more adult 
domestic dogs and more puppies. 
Dog interactions were captured 
on film and then reviewed. The 
number of film frames per second 
was used to calculate duration 
of play bows. What Bekoff and his team found was that 
there was variability in the duration of bows, but overall 
there was consistency: Bows at the beginning of a play 
sequence were about a third of a second. Bows during play 
sequences were consistently a few hundredths of a second 
shorter. To measure the form of the bows, individual film 
frames were evaluated against a grid to determine the 
distance between a dog’s shoulders when bowing and 
his height when standing. The form of the bows, they 
discovered, like duration, was consistent.

Amazingly this was even true for very young puppies. 
The shape of the first bows performed by hand-reared 
pups who had not played with another dog before, or even 
seen a bow, had very nearly the same form as those of 
other young dogs who had been reared with other dogs. 

These findings were huge. They showed that play bows 
are stereotyped behaviors, meaning there is consistency 
in shape and duration of the behavior across individuals 
and even canid species. This supported an important idea 
about the bow — that it is not simply something a dog 
does, but it is “something a dog has, akin to an organ upon 
which evolution can operate” (Bekoff, 2014a). 

Play is important in the lives of social animals such as dogs, 
and yet it also includes risky interactions that look a lot 
like aggression. So for survival, it is vital to deliver a clear 
signal that says to others: “What I am doing is play.” One 
can theorize that the ability to signal play so clearly is vitally 
important, and therefore this action has evolved to be part 
of the animal. However, while the action of bowing in a 
consistent and recognizable manner may be part of the dog, 
when and how to use the bow is not. Dr. Bekoff describes it 
this way: “The bow may be an innate action, but dogs have 

to learn to use it” (2014b). They learn when, where, and how 
to use it through social learning and possibly even reward. 
Indeed, his studies found that the play signals the dogs used 

most were the ones that were the 
most successful.

The depth of understanding 
of play bows and their role in 
signaling that an action is play 
was deepened when the films 
from the earlier studies were 
reviewed for new information 
(Bekoff, 1995). Bekoff and his 
colleagues wanted to know 
if play bows are delivered 
randomly, or used more 
often before or after certain 
aggressive-seeming behaviors. 
Specifically, they asked whether 
play bows are performed in 
conjunction with bites followed 

by side-to-side head shakes. They chose this behavior 
because the bite followed by head shake is one that could 
be easily misinterpreted as aggression. 

The results showed that the play bow was used after 
bites with head shakes more than after other behaviors. 
These results supported the idea that signals such as 
the bow can keep play going in situations in which it 
is possible that play (or play-fighting) might spill over 
into real aggression. The results also suggested that 
bows serve as punctuation, separating play sequences 
and making play signals clearer and easier to interpret.

I’m Playing, but Am I Happy? Am I Moral? 
The Research Ahead
What research related to the play bow can we expect in 
the future? Now that we have a clear picture of it, we may 
expect it to be used as a springboard into understanding 
other dog behaviors. An example would be a study by 
Dr. Alexandra Horowitz, in which the play bow was part 
of figuring out that when dogs use play signals, they do 
so with sensitivity to the attentional state of a potential 
playmate (2009). 

We can also expect research into a larger question related 
to canine play and the play bow. Does the action of the 
play bow indicate that dogs want to experience or are 
experiencing emotions similar to those that humans 
experience in play such as fun, humor, or pleasure? Most 
of us who have seen dogs play sense they are having fun. 
But can we say they experience play in the same way we 
humans do?

When play is viewed through an ethological lens, some 
interpretation is made: The scientific observer notes 

Did you know that the play bow:

• Says “I want to play with you”

• Occurs mostly at the beginning

  and middle of play bouts

• Is used most after play behaviors

  that could be mistaken for aggression

• Rarely occurs outside of play

• Varies little in its form

• Helps keep the fun in play

• Is honest: If you bow, you play
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behaviors that meet a definition of play.1 From these, one 
can infer that a dog is in an emotional state of pleasure. 
Someday, however, we may have even more clarity on the 
question of whether a dog’s play experience is similar, 
in terms of an emotional quality such as pleasure, to the 
human experience.

Researchers like Jaak Panksepp are investigating the 
neural mechanisms of emotions (Jun, 2010). His research 
asks what happens chemically, electrically, and otherwise 
in different parts of the brain during different emotional 
states. Similarly, new tools such as functional magnetic 
resonance imaging (fMRI), a procedure that measures 
brain activity by detecting associated changes in blood 
flow, allow us to see brain responses to certain stimuli 
that have emotional val-ue.  Physiological monitoring — 
measuring breathing, heart rates, and stress hormones, for 
ex-ample — may provide clues to help better understand 
the emotions behind play and play bows.

New technology will also reveal new information about 
play and how dogs use signals like the play bow. That 
technology is the GoPro type of wearable camera. It allows 
researchers to see more of what dogs are seeing. Dr. Bekoff 
is excited about the potential of this new technology 
because of the new perspective it provides. “It helps us see 
what the dogs are seeing. I watched some video recently 
and saw new things I hadn’t seen before,” he says.

Future research may also ask questions about fairness 
and social morality. Canine play behav-iors, including 
the play bow, are useful to prevent the emergence of 
aggression. How can under-standing these behaviors help 
us humans weather our own social tensions? Bekoff sees 
opportu-nities because play is unique. In play, he says, 
“inequalities between players are tolerated more than in 
other social situations.” Play creates “symmetry between 
individuals that is thought to be a precondition for the 
evolution of morality in humans” (2014). 

Indeed, we can learn a lot from dogs.

Thanks to Marc Bekoff for his input. 
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Endnote
1. Social play can be defined as an activity directed toward 
another individual in which actions from other contexts 
are used in modified forms and altered sequences. For a 
further discussion of play and its definition, see Bekoff in 
Horowitz, pages 61-62.
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