
MWD Enrichment Activity Overview – Safer Retrieves and Herding Ball Play 

1. Basic Description of the Activity

This guide details methods for conducting high-intensity retrieve and herding ball games that are both 
mentally stimulating and physically safer for the MWD than the standard “centerline drills” with a 
KONG. Standard retrieve games like this tap directly into the MWD's innate prey drive, making them 
incredibly exciting and motivating. However, this same drive means MWDs are athletic and motivated 
enough to pursue objects without regard for their own safety, leading to a high risk of injury from 
awkward landings, sharp turns, or sudden stops. As handlers, it is our responsibility to structure these 
high-intensity activities to minimize risk while maximizing the physical and mental benefits. This guide 
provides modifications for traditional retrieves and introduces herding ball play as a structured 
alternative. 

2. Enrichment Categories Covered

• Physical: Provides structured, high-intensity activity (galloping, cantering, sprinting) that is
otherwise difficult to achieve.

• Cognitive: Engages the MWD in tracking moving objects, strategizing pursuit (herding
ball), and impulse control (waiting for release).

• Social: Builds on the handler-MWD relationship through cooperative play
and clear communication.

• Sensory: Intensely stimulates the visual system for tracking, as well as the tactile
senses during the catch or interaction with the toy.

3. Logistics Required

• Equipment:

• Retrieving:
• Dog-safe balls (appropriately sized to be easily caught but not small

enough to become a choking hazard). The Chuckit! balls, size large
work for most MWDs.

• Durable, dog-safe flying discs (designed for good flight and to not shatter).
• Long tug toys (no toys on ropes) for run-throughs.

• Herding:
• Large, durable herding balls or egg-shaped toys.
• High-value spreadable rewards (e.g., peanut butter) for acclimation.



• Safety & Comfort:
• Access to proactive cooling methods (e.g., pool, hose).
• Clean water for hydration.

• Space & Building:

• A secure, fenced-in area with a level, consistent surface that provides good
footing (e.g., well-maintained grass). AVOID concrete, asphalt, or other hard,
unforgiving surfaces.

Step-by-Step Procedure 

A. Safer Retrieve Modifications

1. Catch on the Bounce: This technique is designed to create a predictable trajectory, reducing
the risk of awkward jumps and landings.

• Use a ball that bounces consistently.

• Start with the MWD at a heel or circling behind you to standardize their approach.

• Use an underhand toss, throwing the ball so it bounces once in front of the MWD and
rises to their mouth height, allowing them to catch it on the run. Coordinate the throw
with the dog's release.

2. The "Dead Ball" Retrieve: This method focuses on scent work over pure pursuit.

• Have the MWD hold a stay.

4. Getting Started: Prerequisites

• For the Human:

• Must be proficient in reading MWD body language for signs of fatigue and heat stress.

• Must be able to properly lead dynamic warm-ups and cool-downs.

• Must have the ability to throw a ball or disc consistently and safely.

• For the Dog:

• Must have medical clearance from the VCO/VMO for high-intensity activity.

• Should have a reliable stay and recall.

• Must be comfortable wearing a harness if a long line is used.

• Should be given an opportunity to eliminate before the session begins.



• Throw the object out of the MWD's direct line of sight (e.g., into taller grass or over an
obstacle) and wait for it to come to a complete stop ("die").

• Release the MWD with a "Find it!" cue. This encourages them to hunt for the toy using
their nose rather than sprinting and braking hard at the last second. Always visually
inspect the landing area for hazards first.

Safety Considerations 

• High-Intensity Activity: These activities fall into the 20% high-intensity portion of the
MWD's enrichment plan. Sessions should be short, generally no longer than 20
minutes.

B. Herding Ball Play

1. Acclimation: The goal is to teach the MWD to nudge and push the ball with their
nose and shoulders, not bite or frantically paw at it.

• Food-Based Intro: Smear peanut butter on the ball. Allow the MWD to lick and
nudge it. End the session before the food is gone to prevent the start of
inappropriate interaction.

• Weight it Down: Fill the ball partially with water. This makes it heavier and slower to
move, discouraging a high-speed prey chase and encouraging more deliberate
nudging.

• Start Large & Round: Begin with a large, round ball that moves
predictably before introducing more challenging, erratically moving egg-
shaped toys.

2. Gameplay: Once acclimated, the game is for the MWD to "herd" the ball back to you
across the field. This requires them to problem-solve and use controlled movements
rather than just sprinting.

3. The "Run-Through": This builds drive and provides a straight-line sprint with a safe grab.

• Have the MWD hold a down-stay or wait on a platform.

• Position yourself a short distance away (start with 10–15m) and hold a large tug
toy out at the dog's mouth height.

• Release the MWD to sprint toward you and grab the tug as they run past.
Increase the distance up to 50–75m as the dog becomes proficient.

4. Disc Catch: A classic retrieve that is safe if performed correctly.

• Use only dog-safe discs that fly well and resist shattering.

• Your throw is critical: it should be level and fly 3–5 feet off the ground, allowing the
MWD to run and catch it without having to leap high into the air.



• Warm-Up and Cool-Down: A dynamic warm-up (walking, trotting, hip extension, hip
flexion, and spinal flexion) for the first 2–3 minutes is mandatory. Likewise, a 2–3 minute
cool-down walk is required at the end to lower the heart rate, and assess for thermal or
other injury.

• Fatigue & Rest: This is enrichment, not fitness conditioning. Watch carefully for signs
of fatigue (sloppy gait, slower returns). Implement a work:rest ratio by slowing the pace
and allowing the MWD to rest between reps.

• Thermal Injury Risk: The risk is high with these activities. Implement proactive cooling.
After a few retrieves, have the MWD take a one-minute dip in a pool or get hosed down
before resuming play.

• Surface is Key: The MWD will be accelerating, braking, and turning hard. The surface
MUST be level, free of hazards, and offer good traction to prevent musculoskeletal
injury. Grass is ideal.

Advanced Scenarios 

• Directional Retrieves: Set up multiple "dead ball" toys in a field. From a central point,
send the MWD to retrieve specific toys using directional commands, testing their
listening skills and impulse control.

• Herding Obstacle Course: Set up cones or low obstacles and have the MWD herd the
ball in a specific pattern, requiring a high degree of control and handler-dog communication.
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