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They fine-tune their behavior on the run,
carefully monitoring the behavior of their play
partners and paying close attention to
infractions of the agreed-upon rules. Four basic
aspects of fair play in animals are: ask first, be
honest, follow the rules, and admit you're
wrong. When the rules of play are violated, and
when fairness breaks down, so does play.

One of the clearest places to see how specific
social rules apply is in animal play. Detailed
research on social play in infant domestic dogs
and their wild relatives, coyotes and gray
wolves, shows how important the rules are.
Frame-by-frame analyses of videos of
individuals at play reveal that these youngsters
carefully negotiate social play and use specific
signals and rules so that play doesn’t escalate
into fighting. When dogs and other animals play,
they use actions like biting, mounting, and body
slamming, actions that are also used in other
contexts, like fighting or mating. Because those
actions can be easily misinterpreted, it’s
important for animals to clearly state what they
want and what they expect.

In canids an action called a ‘bow’ is used to ask
others to play and also to let them know ‘I'm
going to bite you hard but it’s only in play’ or
‘I'm sorry | bit you so hard, let’s continue
playing’. Bows are used strategically, not
randomly. So that invitation to play isn’t
confusing, bows are highly stereotyped and
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show little variation. Play bows are honest
signals, a sign of trust. Research shows that
animals who violate that trust are often
ostracized, suggesting that violation of the rules
of play is maladaptive and can disrupt the
efficient functioning of the group. Among dogs,
coyotes, and wolves, individuals who don’t play
fairly find that their invitations to play are
ignored or that they’re simply avoided by other
group members.

The social dynamics of play require that players
agree to play and not to eat one another or fight
or try to mate. When there’s a violation of those
expectations, others react to the lack of
fairness. For example, young coyotes and
wolves react negatively to unfair play by ending
the encounter or avoiding those who ask them
to play and then don’t follow the rules. Cheaters
have a harder time finding play partners. My
long-term field research on coyotes shows that
individuals who don’t play fairly often leave their
pack because they don’t form strong social
bonds. Such loners suffer higher mortality than
those who remain with others.

Parallels between human and animal play, and
the shared capacity to understand and behave
according to rules of right and wrong conduct,
are striking. We can learn a lot about wild justice
and moral intelligence in animals by studying
play behavior.
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