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Balanced Play and Emotional Stability: A Scientific 
Perspective 
At Just Behaving, our philosophy emphasizes calmness, structured interactions, and 
emotional stability. However, this philosophy is sometimes misunderstood as avoiding 
play entirely. Play is an essential part of canine development and emotional bonding, 
but it's critical to engage in play that's balanced and purposeful. Understanding the 
science behind canine behavior helps clarify why balanced play - not excitement-driven 
interaction - is crucial for raising emotionally stable dogs. 

The Science Behind Canine Play 

Play in dogs is not merely recreational - it is a fundamental behavioral mechanism that 
aids cognitive development, social bonding, emotional regulation, and physical health. 
However, not all play is equally beneficial. Scientific research highlights that structured, 
controlled play contributes positively to a dog's emotional stability and long-term 
behavior, whereas unstructured, hyper-stimulating activities can promote anxiety, 
impulsivity, and unwanted behaviors.  At Just Behaving, we recognize that traditional 
excitement-based play, while commonly practiced, frequently reinforces behaviors such 
as jumping, mouthing, and hyperactivity, unintentionally undermining long-term 
emotional stability. 

Dopamine and Emotional Regulation 

Dopamine, a neurotransmitter associated with pleasure and reward, is released during 
play. Balanced levels of dopamine promote learning and emotional regulation, while 
frequent spikes (from excessively stimulating activities) can lead to emotional volatility, 
difficulty in focusing, and challenges in transitioning between activity and rest.  Human 
emotional responses during play interactions significantly impact dopamine release and 
emotional balance in dogs. As explained in our mentorship model, calm and consistent 
emotional modeling from humans promotes stable dopamine responses, fostering 
deeper emotional regulation in puppies. 

Understanding Balanced vs. Unbalanced Play 

Play Type Characteristics Behavioral Outcomes 

Balanced 
Play 

Structured, purposeful, 
moderate energy, clear 
start/end 

Calm behavior, emotional self-
regulation, enhanced learning, strong 
human-canine bond 
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Unbalanced 
Play 

High-energy, erratic, overly 
stimulating, lack of clear 
structure 

Hyperactivity, impulsivity, anxiety, 
difficulty settling, oppositional 
behaviors 

 

Elements of Balanced Play 

1. Structured and Purposeful: Structured play includes clear signals to initiate and 
end play, reducing confusion and promoting emotional control. This clarity directly 
reflects the Just Behaving principle of structured leadership, where consistent 
routines and clear expectations provide emotional security and predictability, 
foundational to developing self-regulation in puppies. Games like controlled fetch, 
hide-and-seek with toys, and scent-based activities keep the dog's cognitive and 
physical engagement steady and manageable. 

2. Moderate Energy Levels: Play sessions should maintain moderate, consistent 
energy rather than escalating excitement. Dogs naturally mirror human emotional 
states; thus, maintaining a calm demeanor during play sessions significantly 
influences a puppy’s emotional development. 

3. Positive and Calm Reinforcement: Use gentle praise or quiet affection during 
play, reinforcing calmness. Excessive excitement or high-pitched tones reinforce 
hyperactivity, weakening the dog's ability to regulate their emotional state 
independently. 

4. Clear Boundaries: Establishing clear routines for play sessions teaches puppies 
predictability and reduces anxiety. Puppies that experience consistent routines 
and clear expectations develop stronger coping mechanisms for stress and 
uncertainty. 

Recommended Balanced Play Activities 

Activity Benefits 

Gentle Retrieving 
Exercises 

Encourages patience, impulse control, structured interaction 

Calm Exploration 
Walks 

Promotes mental engagement, strengthens the human-canine 
bond, enhances self-control 
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Puzzle Toys and 
Scent Activities 

Develops cognitive skills, reinforces calm, thoughtful behavior, 
encourages independent problem-solving.  Such activities also 
directly support gut health and immune system development 
by reducing stress-induced conditions, thereby promoting 
overall physical and emotional wellness. 

 
Activities to Moderate or Avoid 

Activity Potential Consequences 

Excessive Roughhousing 
and Tug-of-War 

Promotes oppositional, aggressive behaviors, 
overstimulation, and lack of respect for boundaries. As 
reinforced by the Just Behaving philosophy, initially 
allowing these behaviors - even momentarily - creates 
confusion and establishes patterns that are difficult to 
correct later. Thus, structured play should deliberately 
exclude these interactions from the start.  These 
activities can be especially problematic in households 
with children, where puppies and children mutually 
escalate excitement, creating cycles of overstimulation 
and frustration. Structured calm interactions and clearly 
communicated boundaries prevent these issues and 
foster safer, more predictable interactions between 
children and puppies. 

Unstructured Free Play Fosters continuous attention-seeking, hyperactivity, and 
difficulty settling 

 
Connecting Back to the Just Behaving Philosophy 

Balanced play directly aligns with Just Behaving’s core principles of structured 
leadership, emotional stability, prevention-based training, mentorship, and indirect 
correction. Just as mentorship-based models emphasize calmness and clear 
boundaries, structured play should avoid inadvertently reinforcing behaviors that require 
later correction, such as jumping or tug-of-war games, ensuring puppies naturally learn 
polite behaviors from the outset. By consciously moderating excitement and 
establishing calm engagement through structured play, puppies naturally develop 
respectful behaviors and emotional resilience. 
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The goal is not to eliminate play but to ensure every interaction contributes positively to 
the puppy's emotional and behavioral development. Consistent practice of balanced 
play creates puppies who grow into emotionally stable, adaptable adults, well-integrated 
into family life.  This practice should extend beyond structured play sessions into daily 
interactions, including leash training, calm greetings, and environmental transitions, 
creating a comprehensive and consistent learning environment that reinforces 
emotional regulation across all aspects of a puppy’s life. 

In summary, balanced play, supported by scientific understanding and structured 
leadership, is a cornerstone of raising a Just Behaving dog - one that thrives in 
emotional stability, predictable behavior, and a deep, meaningful bond with their human 
family. 

 


