Flirt Poles
Although flirt poles or prey sticks have been around for many years, it seems that
Flirt poles are the newest fad for exercising dogs. It seems whenever something
new comes along to “help dogs”; its main intention is to make the training of the
dog easier for the human. It is stated “exercising a dog on a flirt pole for 10
minutes is equal to 60 minutes of regular exercise i.e. walking, running, etc.”
For those of you who don’t know what a “flirt pole” is, it is a stick with a string or
rope at the end with a toy, feather, piece of cloth or leather attached to it. The
user teases the dog with the “bait” and the frustration of “trying to get the toy” will
tire the dog out. Flirt poles are very common for exercising cats, and are a very
beneficial tool according to cat behaviorists.
Flirt poles have been in use for a long time on puppies, cats and even with adult
dogs in teaching, developing and assessing prey drives. Prey drives are the
dog’s natural predatory instinct to chase, catch (and possibly kill) the prey.
Flirt poles are a great tool for the right situations. Those situations include:
•
•
•

We know the dog
We’re using it under controlled situations
We use it to develop obedience and control in the dog

The primary focus of this article is for the use of flirt poles in shelters, so let me
address the concerns and proper uses in this environment.
CONCERNS:
•

Shelter dogs are often facing a larger crisis than a lack of exercise.
Shelter dogs break down from lack of stimulation and socialization.
Taking dogs out of a stressful environment (kennel) and instigating a high
degree of prey drive serves little, if any good and may leave the dog more
frustrated when he is returned to the kennel.

•

Dogs whose temperament we don’t know may not have the ability to shut
their drives off once excessively stimulated.

•

Shelter dogs with high drives will not be more adoptable by the continuous
stimulation of their prey drives. They can benefit from learning to control
these drives. **See below.

•

Prey drive left un-channeled creates more problems in dogs. Prey drives
are responsible for dogs chasing squirrels, cats, birds, bicycles, joggers
and a host of other behaviors that dog owners don’t want.

•

Dogs with high prey drives are more likely to be turned into the shelter for
behavioral issues.

•

Dogs in drive are difficult to control and can redirect intentionally or
unintentionally on the human.

•

Using the flirt pole to get dogs to jump, spin and flip can cause injury to the
dog.

Stimulating prey drive builds strong drives in dogs that left unchecked only
increase kennel stress.
The goal of shelter behavior and enrichment programs is to make dogs more
adoptable. Engagement training (training in which a dog is taught to focus to
human and interact with the reward of food, toys or praise) is a tool that makes
dogs more adoptable.

Proper Use of Flirt Poles:
There are times when flirt poles can be beneficial in a shelter environment.
•

Using the flirt pole to teach a dog how to cap their drives is a great tool.
Starting with obedience, tapping the drive, and then returning to obedience
teaches a dog control, and is a great use of a flirt pole.

•

Using a flirt pole to assess the prey drive of a dog gives us insight into a
dog’s temperament. ** Before using the flirt pole as a training device we
should assess how the dog will interact with it.

•

When using a pole, the dog should at minimum be wearing a collar with a
tab so the dog can be controlled on and off of the object. Ideally one
person would hold the dog on a line with a harness and a second person
would control the pole. If only one person is available the line attached to
the harness can be tied off to a pole.

•

Flirt poles can be used successfully to initiate drives in somewhat shut
down dogs.

•

Flirt poles can be used to develop play drives in shy dogs.

As you can see there are many benefits to using this tool. However the safety of
humans and dogs should be the primary focus of all interaction.
I’m attaching a link to a video of a flirt pole that I think is properly used. The
trainer uses obedience as the primary tool, the flirt pole is used as the reward
and the distraction.
https://vimeo.com/26279876

As with all dog training and interaction there are inherent risks of injury. Please consult
a professional for training advice.
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