
Basic Rules for Schools Tug of War 
 
 
The following skills and rules only apply to the adapted schools form of Tug of War that we 
teach to school children. If students continue the sport to an advanced level in the future, then 
they can specialise in either the indoor or outdoor code of the sport. 
 

● Tug of war teams consist of an equal number of “pullers”. For schools of tug of war it is 
advised to use 5-a-side. This makes it easier to put together teams and makes it simpler 
for the pullers to coordinate and work together. 

 
● Male and female teams do not typically compete against each other; however it is 

common to have mixed teams, each with equal numbers of male and female pullers. 
This is a very good way to have the whole class or group involved without having to have 
separate competitions. Teams can also be divided by age/year group, so that pupils of 
the same age compete against each other. 

 
● The objective of tug of war is to pull the opposing team a distance of 4 metres. For 

younger age groups this distance can be reduced to 2 or 3 metres. 
 

● Pullers should all wear a good pair of sturdy training shoes. If the teams are pulling on 
the grass then football boots can be worn to increase grip. 

 
● Ideally teams should compete in shorts and strong shirts (rugby jerseys are ideal). 

 
● Pullers grip the rope with their bare hands. No knots or loops should be tied in the rope 

and the rope should not be wrapped around any limbs. 
 

● In competition, all pullers when gripping the rope should keep the rope on their right 
hand side. This is to keep the rope balanced as well as making it much easier for the 
pullers to work and step together without sending “wobbles” along the rope. For training 
it is a good idea to occasionally work with the rope on the left hand side of the body. This 
makes sure that students are exercising both sides of the body equally to develop a 
balance in strength and stability. 

 
● For schools tug of war we do not use an “anchor man”. In the full form of the sport, the 

last puller in each team is known as the “anchor man”. This puller has the rope pass 
round their waist, run diagonally across their back up to their left shoulder. The rope then 
runs over the left shoulder and under the left armpit, with the remaining rope running free 
to the left hand side, but not behind the anchor. This position requires specialised 
training and extra padded protection to prevent rope burn. For this reason we do not use 



an anchor, and instead the last puller on the team should just pull the rope with their 
hands, the same as every other puller. 

 
● Teams are not allowed to suddenly let go of the rope and deliberately cause the 

opposing team to fall over. 
 

● All pullers are to be encouraged not to “heave” or jerk the rope. Competitions are won by 
pullers keeping the rope steady with their hands and applying pressure by moving their 
feet. Heaving or jerking the rope may lead to injury, but it also momentarily leaves the 
rope out to the other team. A well trained team, keeping a tight, steady rope, will easily 
use this momentary relaxing of the rope to their advantage. 

 
● Each team is allowed a “coach” at the side of the rope. The job of the coach is to 

encourage and direct the team and coach people into position.. The coach is not allowed 
to touch the rope when a pull is in progress 

 
● Each match is a best of three end pull. The team that wins two ends is the winner. 

 
● Teams are not allowed sit on the floor. 

 
● Each pull is officiated by a judge who stops and starts the pull. 

 
 
Suggested Age Groups 
It is suggested that tug of war activities are organised in the following age groups, although such 
age groups could be varied should the instructor see fit and it may be more practical in schools 
to organise by class: 
 

● Under 8 years old (1st/2nd Class) 
● 9-10 years old (3rd/4th Class) 
● 11-12 years old (5th/6th Class) 

 
 
Pulling Distances 
For standard tug of war competitions, the objective is to pull the opposing team a distance of 4 
metres. Whilst this distance is appropriate for most age groups, such distances could be 
reduced to cater for younger age groups or beginers. Suggested distances are as follows and 
could be varied should the instructor see fit: 
 

● Under 8 years old (1st/2nd Class)  - 2 metres 
● 9-10 years old (3rd/4th Class)        - 3 metres 
● 11-12 years old (5th/6th Class)       - 4 metres 

 


