Introduction
This schools tug of war guide has been designed for use by school teachers, youth groups, etc;
either as part of physical education lessons, or for running inter school/club events.
The guide covers the basic principles around the sport that should be understood before, during
and after a tug of war exercise. It is intended to give teachers/youth group leaders a simple
introduction to tug of war and how to conduct the sport in a safe manner.
This guide is not exhaustive and focuses on teaching the core basic skills of the sport in a
simple and easy way. However, should you need any further guidance, then this can be gained
by contacting the Irish Tug of War Association.
Why Tug of War?

Tug of War is a great team sport where the team ethic is more important than any one
individual. It has often been said that a tug of war team is similar to a chain. It is only as strong
as its weakest link. This results in co-operation and team discipline. It is suitable for participants
of all sporting ability. Tug of war is a non contact sport which allows young participants to
channel their competitive instincts in a non confrontational manner. Tug of War is not an
expensive sport. It requires no costly equipment other than a rope which will last for many
years. It may take place either outdoors on a grassy area or indoors in a sports hall.
Many students miss out on sporting involvement or achievement because they don’t have either
the skills or the interest required for other sports such as hurling, football, soccer, rugby etc.
There are many examples of such students finding that tug of war suits their particular
aptitudes. Tug of war is also a sport that can work very well in conjunction with other sports by
developing the stamina and conditioning in the legs and core that is beneficial in many other
sports.
For those wishing to take tug of war further, physical fitness is encouraged as well as a positive
attitude to competition. At school level the fun factor is most important for students, especially
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There are 2 different codes of Tug of War, indoor and outdoor. Both codes have unique
techniques and equipment as well as different rope markings. As part of our schools program
we have been teaching a simplified form of the sport that focuses on showing children the
basics of the sport in a way that is easy to do, either indoors in a sports hall or outside on the
grass. The technique and rope markings are kept the same so that a standard form of tug of war
will be practised in all participating schools, regardless of the weather, or of the varying
availability of indoor and outdoor facilities at schools.
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Basic Rules for Tug of War in Schools and Youth Organisations
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.
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●

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
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Preparing an area for tug of war
Tug of war competitions can take place either indoor or outdoor, so tug of war is an ideal
sporting activity to take part in whatever the weather.
●

Outdoor
For outdoor tug of war, a flat grass area should be used. The area to be used should be
approximately 25 metres in length and 5 metres in width. The area should be clear of
any litter, debris, loose stones, etc and free from any other obstruction. Once you can be
satisfied that the area is clear, then a centre mark should be placed in the centre of the
pulling lane. This could be a painted line or removable cone/flag.

●

Indoor
For indoor tug of war, a large sports hall is ideal. Within the sports hall, again, the floor
should be clear of any obstructions and in addition, any water/spillages should be wiped
away and dried before tug of war takes place to prevent slippages. Once you are
satisfied that an area is clear, then a centre mark can be placed in the middle of the hall.
This should be a removable cone/bollard or a line marked on the floor with
chalk/coloured tape. If room is limited, then you could pull diagonally across the hall.

If there will be spectators (if the event is a sports day) or if there are a number of teams taking
turns to pull in a PE lesson, then they should remain in an area out of the way of the pulling
area.

Ropes and Rope Markings
A tug of war rope that is approximately 18 metres or more in length should be used, which can
easily accommodate two teams of 5-a-side or more. For the sake of simplicity we recommend
that the rope be marked the same for pulling either indoor or outdoor. In the full form of the
sport, there is a difference in rope markings for both codes, but to avoid confusion we do not
recommend this for schools tug of war.
The rope should be marked with tape as follows:
● A white mark in the centre of the rope.
● 2 black marks, each 2 metres to the left and right of the centre mark (this is where the
first puller of each team will start)
○ For younger groups this distance should be reduced to 1 metre either side for
under 8’s and 1.5 metres either side for 9-10 year olds.
The floor/grass should be marked as follows:
● A white centre mark (either a removable cone/flag, or a line drawn on the grass or
marked with chalk/ tape on the floor).
● Two black marks 2 metres either side of the centre mark.
○ Again, for younger groups this distance should be reduced to 1 metre either side
for under 8’s and 1.5 metres either side for 9-10 year olds.
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The winning team will be the team who pulls the oppositions black rope mark over the 2 metre
mark on their own side of the pulling area floor.

Taking Part
Once the pulling area is considered to
be suitable for use, you are now ready
to start. Students should be supervised
by the appropriate number of adults at all times. All participants should take part in warm up
exercises before they start the 1st pull. Once the competition is finished, participants should
cool down and stretch out. Examples of exercises and stretches are given at the end of this
manual.
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Rope Pulling - Start Position
The first puller should start behind the
black mark on the rope. The remaining 4
pullers on the team should each line up
behind the lead puller, leaving a gap of
an arms length from the person in front.
Typically the tallest person on the team
starts in front with the rest of the pullers
arranged in order of height descending
back along the rope.
As mentioned earlier, in schools tug of war, the last puller does not “anchor” the rope, and so lines
up the same as every other puller.

Starting and Finishing a Pull
Once the two opposing teams are lined up in position on the rope and all checks are made to
make sure no-one has wrapped the rope around their hands/arms, you may start.
The Judge in the centre who will control the pull should
the following commands:
●

issue

“Team are you ready” -This command is issued to
the coach of each team who will confirm or signal
to the judge that their team is ready
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●

Once both teams have confirmed that they are
ready, the judge will shout “pick up the rope” Both teams pick up the rop. The judge here
should be pointing both hands to the centre.

●

“Take the strain” - Both teams should lean back
slightly (but not pull the rope) to make the rope
taught. Here the judge should ensure the centre
mark of the rope is level with the centre mark on
the ground. The judge here should have both
hands in the air. If the rope is in the centre, the
judge will then say….

●

“Steady” -Teams should be ready, and the judge
will make a quick final check that the rope is still
the centre. The judge will still have both hands in
the air at this point.

●

“Pull” - The judge shouts pull whilst quickly
their hands to the side. Here, both teams should
lean back quickly and start to pull.

in

dropping
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During the pull, the judge should observe both teams to make sure they don’t sit on the floor or
commit other infringements.
When it appears that one team is taking the other, the
judge should also begin to follow the rope. The judge
should look out for the black rope marking next to the
losing team - when this passes the oppositions black
floor mark, the judge should blow their whistle and
signal their arm in the direction of the winning team.

A contest between two teams is usually performed as a
best of three ends contest. When the first end is
completed, teams are usually allowed a short rest
(1-2 minutes. This may not be necessary during
Once the teams have been given a short rest, the judge
should then instruct the teams to change ends. The
procedures outlined above should then be followed
for the next end.

training).

again

Winning a Match
Tug of war matches between two teams are usually carried out on the basis of the best of three
ends. After the first end, teams will change ends for the second pull. If the winning team from
the first pull, wins the second end, then they win the match in “straight ends”. If the opposing
team wins the second end and the match is tied at 1 end each, then the match will go to a third
end. In the event of a tie, the coach of each team will go to the judge who will toss a coin for the
choice of the third end. The winner of the toss will then get to choose which end to pull on. A
third end is then pulled to decide the winner.
At the completion of a match, teams are expected to walk in a line down the rope and shake
hands as a gesture of sportsmanship.
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Pulling Technique
●

Grip - Pullers should grip the rope with their bare hands. They should hold the rope with
an underhand grip, with their fingers facing up and their left hand should be directly in
front of their right hand.

●

Pullers should aim to hold the rope around waist level through their centre of gravity.

●

Pullers should keep their feet positioned a little wider than shoulder width apart to stop
any staggering side to side.

●

Pulling indoors on mats or outside with football boots, it is important to keep both feet
fully planted on the ground to maximise grip. Pullers should aim to pull in a position as if
they were sitting back into a chair that is very reclined, gripping the rope with their hands
to stop from falling. This brings their centre of gravity lower to the ground and allows
them to exert more pressure on the opposition.

●

Pullers should aim to keep the upper body and arms still, whilst forcing short strong
steps back using strength in the legs to move the opposition. Remember that tug of war
isn’t won by using your hands to pull the rope: it’s won by using your legs to push
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against the ground while holding onto the rope with your hands. Power comes from the
legs, not the arms or back.
●

Above all else, teamwork is essential. The maximum force a team can generate can only
be used when all pullers push off the legs at the same time. Any puller who is out of
synch can throw wobbles in the rope and is wasting their energy trying to move the
opposition by themselves. The coach, or a team captain, can be used to call a rhythm for
all pullers to move to.

Competition Formats
Competitions can be run either as a league or on a knock-out basis.
League
For a league, all teams compete against each other, with the team with the most points at the
end being the winner. Points are awarded as follows:
3 Points for beating the opposing team by 2 ends to 0
2 Points for beating the opposing team by 2 ends to 1
1 Point for losing to the opposing team by 2 ends to 1
0 Points for losing to the opposing team by 2 ends to 0
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In the event of a tie, the two teams who are level on points should pull each other again in a
best of three ends (or even a best of 1 end match if running out of time).
Knock-Out
If you have many teams taking part and you only have a limited amount of time, a knock-out
competition might be more suitable. Ideally there should be an even number of teams if
possible, however if there is an odd number of teams, then the odd team that is left over would
get a “bye” into the next round. Each match would be pulled as a best of three ends pull, with
the winning team progressing to the next round until there are only two teams left who would
contest the final to decide the winner. The losing semi finalists could play off for third place. This
is a good idea if there are prizes/awards for 1st, 2nd and 3rd placed teams.
Combined League & Knock-Out
Tug of war at its fairest, is an endurance sport. Competitions are not always won by the
strongest team, but by the team with the stamina to keep going for the full competition. For this
reason, in the full form of the sport, the most common format is to combine both the league and
knockout format. This gives all teams plenty of matches in each event so that one loss does not
necessarily mean elimination. The competition is ran as a league with all teams competing
against each other. The top 4 teams based on points would progress to the semi finals.
If there are more than 10 teams then the league is split into two groups. The top two teams from
each group would progress to the semi finals.
The top team on points from the league would take on the 4th placed team in one semi final.
The 2nd and 3rd placed teams would face off in the other semi final. The winners of the semi
finals would go into the final and the losing teams would play off for third place.

Training
Warm Up
It is important for students to go through a proper warm up routine before going on the rope. In
particular, the legs, hips, arms and shoulder should be stretched out and warmed up. The
instructor can pick and choose the warm up routine most suited to the group they are working
with. Below are some examples of good exercises that target the right areas as well as raising
the heart rate:
●

Arm Circles - This is a nice easy one
to start off with. Stand with your feet
shoulder width apart and lift both arms
straight out to your sides at shoulder
height. Move your arms forward in a
small circular pattern, drawing a small
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circle with your fingertips. Draw 10 small circles going forwards and then 10 circles going
backwards. Now 10 more circles going forward again, but tracing out a medium circle,
then repeated 10 more times in a backwards direction. Finally do 10 more forwards and
then backwards circles but this time doing large circles with both arms.
Take a short break and then repeat the whole process 1 more time.
●

Front to Back / Cross-Body Leg Swings Another gentle exercise to start off with
that
loosens up the hips and legs. Start off by
bracing the body against a wall or other
support by holding one arm out to the
side at shoulder height. Start with both
feet directly under the hips and then
swing the inside leg forward and
backward 10 times. Now change legs and
repeat again 10 times.
Next, keeping the body braced against a
wall, swing one leg out to the side of the
body, extending to a comfortable height.
Swing the leg back crossing in front of the
body. Repeat this 10 times with each leg.

Carry out the whole exercise 1 more time.

●

Arm Swings - This simple exercise is
a
good way to warm up and stretch the
shoulders, arms, chest and upper
back. Stand up straight with feet
shoulder width apart, knees slightly
bent and arms stretched out to the
sides. Cross your arms at the front
and then quickly bring them back as
far as you can. Repeat this back and
forth movement for 30 seconds to 1 minute.
●

Elbow - Knee Touches - This exercise is great to
loosen
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out the torso. Stand tall with feet shoulder width apart and arms stretched out to the
sides. Without bending forward at the waist, lift your leg up and bring your opposite
elbow in front of the body to meet it, then alternate with the other elbow and knee.
Repeat this movement for 30 seconds to 1 minute.

● Star Jump Variations - This is a very basic exercise that
everyone knows, that will quickly raise the heartrate.
However there are a couple of variations of the humble
star jump that will give a very good full body warm up and
loosen out the hips, glutes, shoulders and chest. Aim for a
2 minute overall exercise. Begin by standing tall with both
feet together and arms down by your sides. Start off with
30 seconds of basic star jumps, jump both your feet out to
the sides so that your feet are shoulder-width apart. As you
jump your feet out wide, raise your arms up to the sides
and overhead. Then bring your arms back down to your
sides as you jump your feet back in together.
After 30 seconds start the first variation. Continue to jump your feet out wide and back in
as normal, but instead of raising and lowering the arms, you instead start to do Arm
Swings (see exercise above). With arms arms stretched out to the sides, start crossing
your arms at the front and then quickly bringing them back as far as you can. This works
the shoulders, chest and upper back more than a standard star jump. Keep this up for a
further 30 seconds.
Now stop the arm swings and return to the standard raising and lowering the arms. But
this time after you jump your feet out wide as normal, you jump your feet back in and
cross one in front of the other. When you jump back in, cross your right leg in front of
your left. Jump back out and when you next jump back in, cross your left leg in front of
your right. Keep alternating crosses until all reps are complete. Continue this for 30
seconds.
For the final variation, bring both the Arm
Swings and the crossed leg jumps
together. Continue doing the crossed leg
jumps but replace the standard arm
movements with Arm Swings. Continue
for 30 seconds.
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Rope Training
In the full form of the sport, clubs train their teams on
fixed weight gantries that allow them to simulate live
competitions and control the amount of weight that a
team is taking. These gantries are big and expensive
and training on them can be monotonous. As a result
they are not suitable for schools tug of war.
To train a schools team it is recommended to focus on
live training to keep the training fun. New participants
should be trained with patience. It is most important to
have the technique right at first before worrying about
performance in competition. The first few weeks of
training should focus heavily on individual technique.
Once this has been accomplished then the next stage
should be to get the teams working together as a unit.
When students start off training at first they will find the
rope rough on the hands and they may not have the
conditioning for long pulls. For beginners it may be
easier to put a maximum time on the length of pulls to
around 45 seconds to 1 minute. After that time you could blow the whistle and award the pull to
the team who had made the most ground in the time. This time can be gradually extended to
match the student’s abilities.

●

At the start of training once the warm-up is complete, it is important to ease into rope
training and not to go straight into tough live competitions. This can be done by having 1
on 1 contests where both students take turns walking backwards. The aim here is for
both pullers to take and keep pressure on the rope, but not so much that they are
competing to win. Once they are holding the rope under pressure they can then take
turns moving forwards and backwards with one puller walking backwards as the other
puller moves forwards with them but still keeps the rope taught. This warms up all the
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muscles they will be using later in training. This exercise can also be done with teams
and can be a good way to build up coordination in the teams.
●

For beginners, the first step should be to teach the individual's proper grip and pulling
position. This can best be achieved by tieing the rope to something solid and fixed in
position, like a post. Otherwise several students can hold the rope steady while the
student is shown the grip and technique. This is the time when 1 against 1 training is
most beneficial as it shows students how to grip and move, without having to worry
about fitting into and moving with a team.

●

Once all pullers are competent enough then the training can begin to focus on the
teams. The most important element here is to work together. If 2 teams are put against
each other then 1 team should be designated to try to move while the other team will try
to defend. This teaches the teams how to move a team together and how to defend
against a team together. These pulls should have a time limit on them of anywhere from
30 seconds to 2 minutes depending on the ability of the teams. Both teams should take
turns at attacking and defending.

●

Another option for team training is to use a weight that can be tied to the rope and
dragged by a team along the ground, like a tyre (or several tyres tied together). For
indoors this weight would need to be placed on a mat or towel to allow it to move easily
on a hall floor without marking the floor. When senior clubs do this type of training, one
puller might sit or stand on the weight to make it harder to move.

●

Every training session should include some live competitions. Focusing on technique,
while very necessary, can be monotonous so some portion of training should always be
given to live competitions to allow the students to practice what they’ve learnt and to
enjoy themselves.

Cool Down
After training, all participants should do a proper cool down routine. A slow jog around a pitch or
a repetition of the arm circles and star jumps from the warm up could be done, but at a much
slower pace. After this, stretches could be done, paying particular
attention to the legs, calves, lower back and shoulders. Examples of
stretches are:
●

Shoulder Stretch - Stand tall and bring your right arm across
your
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upper body, holding it with your left arm just below or above the elbow. Hold the stretch
and then release. Repeat the stretch with the left arm.

●

Cobra Abdominal Stretch - Lie face down with
your hands under your shoulders. Point your
feet downwards to lengthen your spine.
Slowly push your torso up as far as you
comfortably can – try to get your hips to rise
off the floor slightly. Hold the stretch and then
lower down to starting position.

●

Overhead Triceps Stretch - Standing up straight with a tight core,
extend
your left arm straight into the air. Keep the elbow up as you bend your
arm behind your head. Take the right hand and gently pull the left elbow
towards the right. Hold this stretch then switch to the other side.

●

Standing Adductor Stretch - Stand tall with your
chest up and your core tight. Your feet should
be shoulder width apart. Place your hands on
your hips for balance. Step directly to the left,
leaving your right foot in place. Bend the left
knee and pause once the upper left thigh is
parallel to the ground. Your right leg should be
completely straight. Toes on both feet should
be pointing straight ahead. Hold this stretch for
20 to 40 seconds. Return to the starting position
and repeat on the other side.
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●

Straight-Leg Calf Stretch - Stand a few inches
away from a wall, facing it and place both
hands on the wall with your arms extended.
Lean against the wall and bend on leg forward
with the other leg extended straight back.
Your feet should both be facing forward. Push
the rear heel to the floor and bring the hips
slightly forward. Hold the stretch and repeat
on the other leg.

●

Knee-to-Chest Stretch - Lie on
your
back on a mat with your legs
extended in front of you and backs
of heels on the floor. Grab hold of
your right knee and gently pull it up
to your chest until you can feel a
slight stretch in your lower back. Try to bring the knee as close to your chest as is
comfortable while keeping the left leg relaxed. Hold the stretch and then release the leg
to starting position. Repeat with the left leg. Another alternative of this is to pull your right
knee over as if trying to bring it to your left shoulder until you feel a slight stretch in your
glute. Repeat with the left leg

Summary
The Irish Tug of War Association (ITOWA) believe the sport provides an ideal opportunity for
youngsters of any aptitude to to be part of a team and take part in a fun and healthy team sport.
The ITOWA are happy to assist any school further in running tug of war related activities as part
of a PE lesson or school sports day, or as part of a larger inter schools program.
For further information please contact the Irish Tug of War Association's School Development
Officer as follows:
Cathy O’Toole
Tel:
086 3713869
E-mail:
ladiestugofwar2015@gmail.com
Website
https://schoolstugofwar.wordpress.com
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