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INTRODUCTION: WHY CLEAN STUFFED ANIMALS MATTER

Stuffed  animals  are  more  than  just  toys;  they  are  companions,  comfort  objects,  and  cherished
keepsakes for children and adults alike.  Over time, these plush friends collect dust,  allergens,
germs, and the inevitable stains from spills, outdoor adventures, or bedtime snuggles. Learning how
to wash stuffed animals properly is essential to maintain their appearance, ensure hygiene, and
prolong their lifespan. A dirty plush toy can harbor dust mites, bacteria, and mold, which may trigger
allergies or respiratory issues. Moreover, a well-cleaned stuffed animal feels fresh and looks vibrant,
preserving the sentimental value it holds.
Many  people  hesitate  to  wash  stuffed  animals,  fearing  they  might  damage  the  fabric,  ruin  the
stuffing, or lose the toy’s shape. However, with the right techniques and a little care, you can safely
clean almost any plush toy. The key is to first identify the material and any special features—such as
electronic  components,  music  boxes,  or  delicate  embellishments—before  choosing  a  cleaning
method. This comprehensive guide will walk you through every step of the process, from reading the
care label to drying the toy without causing clumping or deformation. Whether you are dealing with
a  well-loved  childhood  bear  or  a  new  plush  toy  that  needs  a  gentle  refresh,  you  will  find  all  the
information you need right here.
In addition to practical  instructions,  we will  share tips on stain removal,  odor elimination,  and
maintaining the fluffy texture. By the end of this article, you will feel confident in your ability to wash
stuffed animals safely, preserving their charm and cleanliness for years to come.

STEP 1: CHECK THE CARE LABEL FIRST

Before you begin, always look for the care label on the stuffed animal. Most plush toys have a small
tag sewn into a seam that provides washing instructions. These tags may indicate whether the toy
can be machine washed, hand washed, or only surface cleaned. Common symbols include a tub of
water for machine wash, a hand symbol for hand wash, or a cross over a tub for do not wash. If the
tag is missing or illegible, proceed with caution using gentle methods.
Many  manufacturers  include  a  recommendation  to  use  cold  water  and  a  gentle  cycle.  Some
materials, such as mohair, wool, or toys with glued parts, may require dry cleaning. Pay attention
also to any warnings about bleach, fabric softener, or high heat. Fabric softeners can leave a residue
that attracts dirt, and high heat can melt synthetic fibers or shrink natural ones. Following the label
ensures you do not void any warranty or ruin a special edition toy.

STEP 2: ASSESS THE CONDITION AND PREPARE THE TOY

Before washing, assess the stuffed animal’s condition. Check for any loose seams, holes, or missing
eyes  or  buttons.  If  you  find  a  tear,  stitch  it  up  before  washing  to  prevent  stuffing  from escaping.
Remove any removable clothing or accessories—these may need separate cleaning. If the toy has
batteries or a music box, remove them if possible, or plan to hand wash only the surface to avoid
water damage.
For heavily soiled toys, gently brush off any loose dirt or dust with a soft brush or vacuum cleaner
using a brush attachment. This step prevents dirt from embedding deeper during washing. Also,
consider spot-treating stubborn stains before the full wash. Use a mild detergent or a paste of
baking soda and water, apply it with a soft cloth, and let it sit for a few minutes before wiping away.

STEP 3: CHOOSE THE RIGHT CLEANING METHOD

Depending  on  the  stuffed  animal’s  material,  size,  and  condition,  you  have  three  primary  cleaning
options: hand washing, machine washing, or spot cleaning. Below we detail each method.

Hand Washing Stuffed Animals
Hand washing is the safest method for delicate or older stuffed animals, as it gives you full control
over the cleaning process. It is ideal for toys with glued parts, fragile fabrics, or those that cannot
withstand machine agitation. To hand wash, fill a basin or sink with cool or lukewarm water and add
a small amount of mild liquid detergent (such as a gentle baby shampoo or a wool-safe soap).
Submerge the toy and gently squeeze the suds through the fabric. Avoid vigorous scrubbing or
wringing, which can distort the shape. Pay extra attention to stained areas by using a soft cloth to
gently rub the spot. Rinse thoroughly with cool water until all soap is removed. Press the toy against
the side of the basin to expel water—do not twist or squeeze harshly.
For stuffed animals that cannot be fully submerged—those with musical boxes or battery packs—you
can use a damp cloth with a tiny amount of soap to wipe the surface, then follow with a damp cloth
for rinsing. Be extremely careful not to let water seep into any openings.

Machine Washing Stuffed Animals
If the care label permits machine washing, this method is convenient and thorough. However, you
must take precautions to protect the toy. Place the stuffed animal inside a mesh laundry bag or a
pillowcase tied at the top. This prevents the toy from snagging on the machine’s agitator or getting
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tangled. Use a gentle or delicate cycle with cold water. Select a low spin speed to reduce stress on
the toy. Use a mild detergent—avoid bleach and fabric softener. If the toy has any loose parts, such
as ribbons or buttons, secure them with a small safety pin or remove them if possible.
For extra protection, you can add a few clean towels to the load to cushion the toy and balance the
machine. Always check the toy inside the bag after the wash to ensure no parts have come loose.
Many  people  worry  about  the  stuffing  clumping,  but  using  cool  water  and  gentle  cycle  minimizes
that risk. If the toy is very large, consider taking it to a laundromat with an industrial front-loader,
which is gentler than a top-loader with an agitator.

Spot Cleaning and Surface Cleaning
For quick refreshes or toys that cannot be immersed, spot cleaning is the best option. Mix a small
amount of mild detergent with water, dip a clean cloth into the solution, and wipe only the soiled
areas. Follow with a cloth dampened with plain water to remove soap residue. Blot dry with a towel.
This method works well for synthetic fur, velvet, or toys with small stains. For odor removal, sprinkle
baking soda over the toy, let it sit for an hour, then vacuum thoroughly. Sunlight also helps naturally
deodorize, but be cautious with colors that may fade.

STEP 4: DRYING STUFFED ANIMALS PROPERLY

Drying is perhaps the most critical step in how to wash stuffed animals effectively. Improper drying
can lead to mildew, musty smells, lumpy stuffing, or fabric damage. Never put a stuffed animal in a
tumble dryer on high heat unless the label explicitly permits it. Most plush toys should be air-dried.
After washing, gently squeeze out as much water as possible—do not wring. Roll the toy in a clean,
dry towel to absorb excess moisture. Then reshape the toy to its original form, fluffing the limbs and
head. Place it on a drying rack or a clean towel in a well-ventilated area away from direct sunlight.
Turn the toy periodically to ensure even drying. This can take 24 to 48 hours depending on the size
and  humidity.  Large  stuffed  animals  may  need  multiple  towel  rolls  and  a  longer  drying  time.  To
speed up drying without heat, you can use a fan directed at the toy.
If the care label allows low-heat tumble drying, use the lowest setting and check frequently. You can
add  a  couple  of  clean  tennis  balls  or  dryer  balls  to  help  keep  the  stuffing  fluffy  and  prevent
clumping. Always check the toy is completely dry inside before returning it to the owner; a damp
core can become a breeding ground for mold.

STEP 5: POST-WASH CARE AND FLUFFING

Once the stuffed animal is fully dry, give it a final fluff. For matted or flattened fur, use a soft brush
or a wide-toothed comb to gently restore the texture. For synthetic fur, a small amount of fabric
softener on a damp cloth (not sprayed directly) can help reduce static, but avoid overuse. If the toy’s
stuffing feels lumpy, you can often redistribute it by gently kneading the toy. For vintage or loosely
stuffed toys, consider adding a bit of new stuffing through a small seam opening if needed.

Check all  seams and attachments.  If  any eyes,  noses,  or  buttons came loose during washing,
reattach them securely. For children’s toys, safety is paramount—ensure no small parts can be
pulled  off.  If  the  toy  has  ribbons  or  bows,  iron  them  on  a  low  setting  (if  fabric  allows)  or  replace
them.

SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR DIFFERENT TYPES OF STUFFED ANIMALS

Stuffed Animals with Electronics
These require the most caution. Always remove batteries before any cleaning. If  the electronic
component can be removed, do so and wash the plush shell only. If not, use only spot cleaning with
a slightly damp cloth. Never submerge. Consider using a UV sanitizer or an alcohol-free disinfectant
wipe for surface germs.

Antique or Vintage Stuffed Animals
Old plush toys are often fragile—fabric may be brittle, and stuffing may be made of kapok or straw.
For these, dry cleaning is often recommended. If you must wash at home, use only gentle hand
washing  with  lukewarm  water  and  a  very  mild  soap.  Dry  flat  away  from  heat.  Antique  toys  with
historical value may be better left to a professional textile conservator.

Stuffed Animals with Glued Parts
Glue can dissolve in water, so avoid submerging. Use a damp cloth with mild soap only on surface
areas, being careful around eyes, noses, or decorative elements. Quick drying with a fan can help
prevent moisture from seeping into glued joints.

Large or Jumbo Stuffed Animals
These are challenging to wash at home. Spot cleaning is often the most practical. For deep cleaning,
consider  a  professional  laundry  service  that  handles  bulky  items.  If  machine  washing,  use  a
commercial front-loader and pack the toy loosely with towels. Dry thoroughly, which may take
several days.

HOW OFTEN SHOULD YOU WASH STUFFED ANIMALS?

The frequency depends on use. For a child’s bedtime companion, wash every two to four weeks. For
decorative toys that sit on a shelf, a seasonal wash or spot clean is sufficient. If a stuffed animal has
been in contact with sick person or has visible dirt,  wash promptly. Some experts recommend
washing  new  stuffed  animals  before  giving  them  to  babies  to  remove  potential  irritants  from
manufacturing.



How To Wash Stuffed Animals 3

3

A NOTE ON STAIN REMOVAL AND ODOR CONTROL

For tough stains, pre-treat with a paste of baking soda and water or a dab of gentle laundry stain
remover. Test on an inconspicuous area first. For odors, a vinegar rinse (one part white vinegar to
four parts water) can help, but rinse thoroughly to avoid lingering vinegar smell. Sunlight is a natural
deodorizer but can fade colors, so limit exposure. For persistent odors, sprinkle fresh baking soda on
the dry toy, let sit overnight, and vacuum.

CONCLUSION: KEEPING PLUSH FRIENDS CLEAN AND SAFE

Knowing how to wash stuffed animals correctly extends the life of these beloved toys and maintains
a hygienic environment. Whether you choose the gentle touch of hand washing, the convenience of
machine washing with proper precautions, or a simple spot clean, the key is to respect the toy’s
materials  and  construction.  Always  prioritize  drying  thoroughly  to  prevent  mold  and  restore
fluffiness. With the techniques outlined above, you can refresh any stuffed animal, from a new gift to
a treasured childhood memory. A clean plush toy is not only healthier—it also feels softer and looks
more appealing, ready for many more years of hugs and adventures.


