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President's Letter
by Tyler Muto

The year 2017 has come in like a lion, and we at 
the IACP are poised to have one our most active 
and influential years to date.  As spring approach-
es we are looking forward to renewing our energy, 
and growing in both size and scope. 
As a whole, we kicked off the New Year with a 
bang. January brought the largest number of 
new members since our beginning, and member 
renewals are consistent and steady. Exciting new 
sponsors have come aboard such as Doggie 
Don’t and Impact Kennels because they are 
aware of our growing influence in the professional 
community.
In addition to these positive indicators of growth, 
we have also been expanding our offerings. The 
Certification Committee has been working hard, 
and we are pleased to announce that after several 
months of reviewing and refining, the Dog Trainer 
Foundation exam is back up and running. I have 
personally taken the exam and I have to say it is 
fantastic. Although it is an entry-level certification, 
it is not easy, which keeps it consistent with the 
IACP’s standards of excellence in all things dog. 
Now more than ever it is becoming increasingly 
important to have credentials as a dog trainer. If 
you don’t have a certification yet, this is the place 
to start.
Many of you are aware of the various legislative 
issues that have recently arisen, from the pro-
posed licensing in New York, to the BSL in Atlanta, 
and the Choke/prong collar Ban in Toronto.  While 
intervening on policy may seem 
like a major challenge, I prefer to 
view it as an opportunity. This is 
the reason the IACP was formed 
18 years ago, and we are perfect-
ly positioned to take the lead as 
the organization that will advocate 
for open-minded canine profes-
sionals everywhere. 

To this end, I am currently in the process of writing 
a charter, for Board approval, to form a new com-
mittee to assist me in accomplishing these leg-
islative and policy goals.  I will be starting small, 
with only a few members who are proficient in the 
areas of behavioral science, legal reasoning, and 
writing. If you are interested in volunteering your 
time to help safeguard the future of this industry, 
please send a brief message with your relevant 
background info to tyler.muto@canineprofession-
als.com.
Even if you cannot volunteer, you can still help 
our collective cause tremendously by convincing 
everyone you know who loves dogs to join the 
IACP. The more members we have the more influ-
ence we have, it’s that simple. Remember, people 
don’t need to be professionals in order to join. We 
have Affiliate levels of membership to welcome 
anyone who loves dogs and believes in the value 
of an open mind to join our family. 
Lastly, don’t forget that now is the time to get your-
self registered and ready for the 2017 Educational 
Conference. We have an excellent lineup of pre-
senters this year and we are back in St. Louis at 
one of our most popular venues. Just like last year, 
we have also added a tour of the Wolf Center on 
Wednesday. We are expecting record-breaking 
attendance again this year, so don’t miss out on 
early bird registration for the most exciting event 
in the canine industry.
Thank you all for supporting the IACP, and being a 

part of our family during this exciting 
time. 
Respectfully,

tyler.muto@canineprofessionals.com
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“Are you sure you want this dog?” asked the rescue of 
the old redbone coonhound named Lucky. ”He’s been 
returned twice for failure to bond.” How silly. Of course 
I wanted him. He leaned into me that day at the adop-
tion event and I knew he was my dog. Unbeknownst 
to me, I was about to get my crash course in fearful 
dogs. At the time I had zero dog training experience. I 
brought Lucky home and soon realized why the rescue 
was concerned. He was terrified of everything; men, 
fast movements, noises, and life in general. Luckily, 
there was no aggression in him. Two weeks later, he 
was happier and had bonded to a human (me) at last, 
to the point of escaping from a pet sitting friend and 
running home to our house and sitting on the porch. I 
was flattered. Maybe I was on to something…
In my seven years of fostering and training fearful dogs 
since Lucky, I found many dog rescuers, fosters, and 
even professional trainers have a hard time helping 
fearful dogs. I have inadvertently specialized in “fos-
tering fear” and rehabilitating it. I am a sucker for the 
fearful, shy dog in the shelter giving me a pleading 
look. At first I would take any fearful dog the rescue 
needed help with. I had lots of successes, but also a 
few failures. The failures were dogs I could maintain, 
but were not good candidates for adoption because 
they would fall apart without leadership, and ultimately 
become aggressive.
For dog rescuers, it is important to know which fear-
ful, shy dogs are easy to rehab and which aren’t. 
For trainers, recognizing which kind of fear you are 
working with will help you provide your clients with 
an accurate prognosis and timeline. I categorize fear 
into two categories: environmental, and innate. If 

the fear is environmental, meaning the fear is due to 
past or present environment, it is fixable. If the fear 
is innate, genetic, or caused by instability or lack of 
socialization as a young puppy, it is more difficult to 
get full recovery, although significant progress can 
still be made. An environmentally fearful dog will 
likely show a love of people in a subdued way. The 
dog may lean into a person, or move towards the 
person ever so slightly, usually with submissive body 
language. After petting, a fearful dog that likes people 
may either stay in the same spot, or move towards 
the person. I look for soft eye contact, not scared “go 
away” eye contact (see phto below). I don’t expect 
fearful or shy dogs to be running with joy to people, 
but I want to see an innate desire to be with humans. 
(Fearful Dog that Loves People: https://www.you-
tube.com/watch?v=d4PNB0Tj07c&feature=youtu.be) 
Dogs who try to get away from or are scared of peo-
ple are a harder rehabilitation case. They may woof 
while backing away from a person or object, or growl 
at people. 
Another trait present in successfully rehabbed dogs 
is a normal recovery time from fear and an ability to 
overcome fear of environmental things like noises or 
flooring. Most dogs will startle by a noise or movement, 
but how they deal with that scary event is key. Some 
dogs I have fostered or trained would not investigate 
and could not snap out of a fearful state in a reason-
able amount of time. In my experience, dogs that are 
slow to recover from fear, who growl and woof under 
their breath are not likely to make a full recovery from 
fear, and may become fear-biters. These dogs’ fear 
has an innate or unstable quality. 

Fostering Fear
by Julie Hart, CDT

The "go away" look.
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I have worked with dogs that are fearful of people, 
dogs, noises, items such as flags, balloons and floor-
ing, cars, bikes, collars, leashes, and toys. Thanks to 
foster dogs with multitudes of issues, I have developed 
a protocol that focuses on building trust with the dog. 
I also want the dog to change its opinion of scary 
objects, not just obey a command. 

1. Do nothing. Give the dog food, water, and potty 
breaks. I let the dog hang out with me without trying 
to touch or pressure the dog. I will have the dog 
follow me around the house either on short leash 
or on a long line. I may walk the dog if it’s not too 
much. I do not try to touch the dog at this point. 
2. Use a leash. Using a leash allows me to guide 
the dog without having to touch or grab the dog. I 
use a long line on very scared dogs and reel them 
in sideways to get them in the house. I can step 
on the leash if I need to. I don’t need to invade the 
dog’s space when using a leash, and it allows me 
to stop the dog from practicing flight. I allow the dog 
space, but I don’t allow him to hide or run away. 
3. Be aware of your body language and approach 
in a non-threatening way. I do this for friendly and 
unfriendly fearful dogs. Also be aware of your energy. 
A softer, confident energy is better with fearful dogs 
than a dominant one. If you come on too strong the dog 
will tell you by its body language. Dominant energy 
with a fear biter may elicit the biting response. I will 
squat down, sit down, or approach the dog sideways 
or backwards as shown in the video "Zero to Hero."
4. Don’t push the dog too fast. I will not progress with 
any kind of training or conditioning 
until the dog trusts me. When 
the dog is eating, drinking, and 
using the bathroom regularly, 
I know we are making progress. 
When I can approach the dog 
without the dog being afraid, it 
is time to move forward in baby 
steps to overcoming other fears.
5. Listen to the dog. Let her tell 
you when she is too scared to 
learn. There is a sweet spot of 
pushing the dog past its comfort 
zone just enough to make progress. 
If the dog is shutting down or 
trying to run away, slow down.
6. Use helper dogs. I encourage 
my dogs to help me with my project 
dog. I will call them into rooms, 
have them get affection, or take 

them on walks or outings with my fearful dog. If my 
dogs think its ok, the fearful dog will follow them into 
those spaces and interactions. It is important that the 
helper dogs respect the space of the fearful dogs. 
My dogs give scared dogs space when the scared 
dog asks for it, and if they don’t I tell them to back off.
7. Use crate rest. I have my fearful dogs out of 
the crate about 30-60 minutes at a time, and then 
allow two to three hours of rest time. Being out 
in a scary environment is stressful and the dog 
needs a safe resting place. A crate also allows a 
place the dog can watch from a distance. Getting 
a fearful dog out of the crate may be difficult. 
Sometimes I may leave a leash on the dog so I 
do not have to crawl into the crate to leash it. See 
my video "Getting a Fearful Dog Out of a Crate."
8. Provide rules. Rules still apply to fearful dogs. 
Examples of rules are no jumping, waiting for food 
politely, and no pulling on walks. Fearful dogs are 
extremely sensitive to space intrusion, so usually a 
soft “uh-uh” or slight turn towards the dog is enough 
to stop the dog from doing an unwanted act. I will 
not use my hands to correct a fearful dog. I always 
use a leash until that dog is totally comfortable with 
me touching them. Then I might use a calming 
touch, but never a quick poke or harsh touch. 
Hands need to be positive with a fearful dog.
9. Provide leadership, not dictatorship. Fearful dogs 
need to feel secure because you provide leadership-- 
not afraid or forced into compliance. I do not withhold 
food to get a dog to approach me. Feeding the dog 
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from a bowl still instills trust (my main goal). I never 
teach a fearful dog any obedience until that dog is 
comfortable with me. To do so is to ask the dog to 
go into a submissive posture with me when there 
is no trust. Typically the dog will trust me in three 
to five days. (It can be longer for severe cases). 
That is a short time to wait for a positive influence 
on a dog. Lately I have seen fearful dogs that 
were forced into compliance or trained too harshly. 
These dogs act aggressively with the owners, so 
the dog has been trained as a dominant aggressive 
dog might be--with harsh corrections. But these 
dogs are actually fearful (you can tell when the 
owner is removed), and harsh corrections have 
no place in their rehabilitation. I build their trust in 
me first, then address their fears with leadership. 
Lastly, I will add in obedience, and corrections if 
needed, after the fear issues have been resolved.
10. Encourage the dog to use its nose. I allow the 
dog to explore its environment the way a dog would, 
by sniffing. On walks the dog is allowed to sniff 
things. The dog is not expected to heel until it has 
made progress with its fears. In the house I present 
the dog with items it is either scared of or interested 
in. If the dog won’t sniff the item in my hand I lay the 
object on the floor and step back. When the dog sniffs 
I give encouragement by saying softly “good girl.”  

11. Condition the dog to like touch. Some dogs I 
rehabilitate are uncertain of being touched. Since most 
humans want their dog to enjoy petting, I condition 
the dog to like it. I sit on the floor and start under the 
dog’s chin with short scratches. I often couple this 
with food. After a few sessions the dog usually enjoys 
the affection and relaxes enough to sit or lay down. 
Gradually I will give the dog a massage all over. It 
may take days to get to this point after earning trust. 
12. Reward bravery with encouragement and often 
food. I use food a lot for rehabilitating fear. I use it 
to get dogs over fear of cars, floors, noises, stairs 
and my husband. Dogs won’t take food if they are 
too scared, so food doesn’t work until the dog is in a 
reasonably trusting state. I reward bravery. If the dog 
is brave enough to put a paw on the shiny floor, she 
gets a treat, usually thrown onto the floor. See this 
video Floor Phobia Solved for Sweet Dog to see how 
I worked with floor phobia and also used helper dogs. 
If the dog will tolerate the clinking of silverware, she 
gets a treat. It works. I do these things over a week’s 
time, breaking it down into baby steps. I generally 
do not use food with fear of people unless I have 
very obedient humans. I will have them hold food 
in their hand, stand still, and allow the dog to sniff 
them and take the food without any interaction, then 
build on that. More often I use distance, just allowing 
the dog to watch from a safe place, then gradually 
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move closer to the people and getting the dog to 
relax before moving back a little, then forward again.
13. Expose the dog to new things after establishing 
trust. Would you follow someone you do not trust into 
a scary situation like a burning building?  Probably 
not, but you might if that person has proven to be 
trustworthy and you know they would not allow 
harm to come to you. It is the same for a fearful 
dog. That garbage truck or shiny floor may be as 
scary as a burning building to the dog. The dog 
must see that you are trustworthy before he can 
follow you into scary places or past scary things. 
The dog must know that you “have his back.”  

If at any time, the dog shuts down or is not making 
progress, then you are moving too fast. It is simple 
to remedy this by breaking the process down even 
more and taking smaller steps with the dog. Attention 
must be paid to the dog’s state of mind. Just because 
a dog is sitting next to something scary doesn’t mean 
the dog is getting over its fears. The association of 
the scary thing needs to be change in the dog’s mind. 

For example, the inside of the car needs to become a 
happy place for the dog instead of a scary container 
on wheels. A dog can be forced to sit in the car, but not 
to enjoy the ride. 
Watch “Journey to Confidence for a Fearful Dog Named 
Olive” here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0pT-
GU3UqMwA.  To see the videos referenced in the 
article go to Hart2HeartCanine YouTube Channel and 
find the title listed in the article. There are many other 
videos on this channel about fearful dogs and how to 
help them get over fears such as leashes, flooring and 
cars.

Julie Hart began fostering dogs over seven years ago. 
She started her business, Hart to Heart Canine Training, 
LLC a little over two years ago. Her interests include 
evaluating dogs for rescues, rehabilitating dogs, training 
rescue volunteers, and training client dogs and clients. She 
travels to train dogs with her mentor several times a year 
and enjoys learning by attending workshops.

iacp
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Brain chemistry and biology have taught us that 
learning a new task creates neural pathways. 
The more deep practice those tasks receive, the 
stronger those neural links become, and thus 
the habits become stronger and less likely to be 
extinguished. Both the biology of learning and 
the theory of learning seem to agree on these 
principles. Conditioning takes place on a cellular 
level as neural pathways are linked and insulated 
with myelin, and as a result the cues that initiate 
these pathways to fire become faster and faster. 
Both humans and dogs can then access habitual 
responses to certain cues quickly and efficiently. 
In my early days of IPO sport training in the 
1980s, it was often agreed upon that one must 
wait until the dog is biting strongly and confidently 
before doing any obedience training, normally 
after the dog was at least around 10-12 months 
old. The idea behind this was generally accepted 
to be because, at that time, obedience training in 
general relied on more compulsive methodologies 
than it does now, and so pressure at a young age 
would shut down the dog and make him more wor-
ried about, and dependent on, the handler. This 
makes a lot of sense if your training invokes a lot 
of pressure. You want to allow more maturity and 
experience to evolve in the dog in order for him 
to handle pressure. For example, bite work, when 
done in a balanced manner including elements of 
prey and defense  and drive channeling, is a great 
way for a dog to learn how to handle pressure 
successfully.  
At present, available techniques for shaping 
behaviors, skills, and focus are much more moti-
vational in nature. As these techniques for motiva-
tional obedience have evolved, most trainers will 
immediately embark on training obedience with 
puppies to shape many nascent forms of adult 
behaviors when the pups are at the peak of being 
able to absorb information and learn.  This also 
makes a lot of sense, as new methods bring with 

them more opportunities for learning at younger 
ages. The dogs are given very positive classical 
associations with learning itself, and the compo-
nents of complex behaviors can be formed and 
shaped and thus key habits are created early to 
employ later as behaviors become more complex. 
The purpose of this article is to reveal a potential 
problem even with motivational obedience work 
in young dogs, and provide some cautionary 
recommendations on how to avoid the problems. 
Compulsive techniques used early and often on 
young dogs certainly can bring about detrimental 
results on motivation, learning and create han-
dler dependency as a habit. Bear in mind this 
article is about sport competition dogs where the 
quality of trained obedience behaviors are highly 
valued including fluidity, speed, and confidence 
in performing them, and police dogs where inde-
pendence is highly valued in tracking, detection 
and searching functions. Through observation of 
young dogs (puppies to 12 months), I have seen 
even motivational obedience training, without 
direct pressure, have adverse effects on other 
areas of training where handler interaction and 
dependence is less highly valued, such as bite 
work, detection and even tracking. 
Our working dogs, whether sport protection dogs 
or police dogs, at their optimum operate both 
independently and dependently with regard to 
the handler. When tracking, we want the dog to 
internalize his drive, and focus its hunting and 
prey drive to concentrate and follow the scent 
trail without becoming distracted by the handler or 
the environment. The same goes for a dog doing 
a building search for a suspected criminal, as 
we don’t want the dog to be looking back for the 
handler saying, if you will, “are you coming mom/
dad?” When the dog is operating and focused out-
side of the handler-dog dynamic, we call that, for 
simplicity, “outward focus,” as opposed to a dog 
doing obedience where the focus relies heavily on 

Balancing Independence with Handler Focus 
 in Sport and Police Dogs

by  Jerry Bradshaw
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the tasks being performed at the direction of the 
handler, which we call “inward focus.” There are 
times the dog must toggle between the two, such 
as when the handler controls the police dog’s 
expression of aggression with “out” commands, 
recalls, or multiple subject redirects. There the 
dog must also balance his focus outwardly on the 
decoys and the biting behavior but inwardly as 
well, and be attentive to the handler’s commands. 
Dogs that come to detection training after having 
a lot of obedience can have a difficult time hunting 
fluidly without handler direction if they experience 
too much inward focus through obedience before 
starting independence work like hunting freely. 
Perhaps the handler chooses to do Nosework™ 
for example, after having done many months of 
obedience, and sees the dog struggle with being 
independent of the handler or staying focused on 
the detection problem when the handler is close. 
This is often resolved by having the handler manip-
ulate the dog’s focus through presentation, rather 
than teach the dog to be independent and hunt on 
its own, without reliance on the handler. Over time, 
if the dog has enough natural independence the 
dog may overcome the early obedience and be 
more independent in the presence of the handler. 
Puppy Training
Too much obedience, even that which is complete-
ly motivational, can create inadvertent drive neu-
trality and a dog that is too inwardly focused. The 
puppy learns that the way to rewards is through 
internalizing drive with focus on the 
handler as the neural pathways are 
created in the puppy. These become 
strong defaults. So for instance, the 
handler without access to a protection 
club or decoys, or who waits a long 
time before introducing hunting exer-
cises in detection, spends much of his 
time doing obedience training, and the 
learning creates strong inward focus 
(focus on the handler and rewards 
emanating from the handler), so the 
dog sees the environment as less 
engaging and the relationship with the 
handler as that which provides all his 
rewards. 

For pet training, this default to the handler is a 
good thing, as the dog engages with the handler 
and becomes neutral to distractions. But in the 
multi-purpose performance dog, the dog becomes 
conditioned to engage the handler over all else. 
When that puppy is asked to do independent 
tasks such as hunt or chase the flirt pole and now 
play with the protection decoy, the dog prefers to 
engage the handler as that is the habit that his 
conditioning has created. The dog appears to not 
have much drive to hunt or do protection work. 
Although the handler may have an easier time 
engaging the dog in play, the dog eschews inter-
action with the stranger. In cases like this often the 
handler must start the process of getting the dog 
to engage in the hunting or take the bite materials 
and pass them along to the helper or decoy. 
This looks from the outside, just like a young dog 
made too “polite” by compulsive obedience, where 
the dog is, for lack of a better term, “afraid” to not 
pay attention to the handler and fully engage in 
the interaction with the decoy, as play with the 
decoy becomes an obedience distraction in the 
dog’s perception. In these cases we normally tell 
the handler lay off obedience for a while and allow 
the “dog to be a dog” and become more outwardly 
focused. We tell these handlers to stop being so 
over-bearing, commanding, and be less of a focus 
for the dog. When I see new handlers of either 
young sport or police dogs I have to call attention 
to them being “helicopter moms,” and give their 
dogs some space to work independently, and 
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not try to control everything, even if with spatial 
influence. Doing obedience work also conditions 
the handler to be involved with everything the 
dog does, and so handlers tend to hover, talk too 
much, and the cycle of dependence continues. 
Notice how these two situations look similar from 
a 3rd party observer’s standpoint. The lack of 
independence is the prominent symptom, but the 
causes are completely divergent. Bear in mind 
that there is also a “nature” component at work 
here as well. In my experience, puppies as well 
as older dogs will have a measure of genetic inde-
pendence or dependence in terms of their social 
drive that is innately present. So if you start with 
a puppy that is genetically independent, doing 
motivational training as much as you like with that 
puppy may have little to no outward manifestation 
even in the absence of doing activities to encour-
age independence. The converse would also be 
true: a dog starting with a large genetic predis-
position to dependency if trained with a relatively 
small dose of motivational engagement train-
ing could become adversely affected and more 
dependent as a result of the training. 
If the compulsion or motivational training in obe-
dience is the main focus of the training up to the 
beginning of adolescence, it will be a hard road 
back to independence for some dogs. Let’s look at 
the dog who is raised in the opposite manner (and 
there are a lot of them)--dogs who are encouraged 
to be outwardly focused from puppy hood. This is 
the old program of “let the dog be wild until he is 
12 months old.”
Adolescent Dogs
In cases of young adult dogs that are encouraged to 
be extremely independent and outwardly focused 
from the time they are pups, we can deduce the 
opposite issue. Examples of these dogs are green 
police dog prospects raised primarily for being 
sold to police dog vendors in Europe, or pups that 
are allowed to be wild and not asked to do much 
besides bite work and perhaps tracking, both of 
which are activities that encourage independence 
from the handler. These green police prospects 
are motivationally trained to be independent from 
the start. Very little obedience, compulsive or even 

motivational, is introduced so as to not squash 
the drive, or direct the dog away from an outward 
focus. Bite work foundation is laid, and from that 
the dog becomes focused outwardly on the decoy. 
The dog is shown hunting drills and allowed and 
encouraged without help to search out the toy. 
Independence is encouraged as the people buy-
ing want to see dogs that work without handler 
direction and influence. 
Tall grass hunting, hunting in rooms, basic build-
ing searches for humans, perhaps some tracking 
to find a toy or articles which produce a reward 
are often used. These dogs become very inde-
pendent and outwardly focused and often trainers 
have trouble when it is time to bring in obedience 
training (even motivational) because they are con-
ditioned to want high value rewards (decoys and 
toys) relative to food, perhaps. Layer onto this a 
little defense work, and you have a dog whose 
outward focus makes flashy attentive obedience 
a bit of a struggle. All his concern and rewards 
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come from outside the handler/dog relationship. 
Furthermore, these dogs are passed from owner 
to sub-dealer, to larger dog dealer, to vendor, and 
their life consists of more hunting and biting with 
a parade of new people holding the leash who 
have very little relevance to the dog. You receive 
your green dog and in fact, you are just your dog’s 
“ride” to the fun. 
Achieving Balance
To balance these effects we need to simultane-
ously create pathways to reward by expressing 
drive and rewarding independence and outward 
focus as well as inward focus and rewarding the 
dog or puppy for being handler focused. This 
means if you start training your competition puppy, 
and he is genetically pre-disposed to being depen-
dent, be careful how much you condition the dog 
doing motivational obedience without balancing 
that with activities that are outwardly focused such 
as bite work, searching or tracking. Further, if you 
get a relatively outwardly focused puppy, don’t let 
him only engage in activities that reward only out-
ward focus as you may lose key opportunities to 
work on engagement with the handler and you will 
likely create a dog that is too outwardly focused. 
This begs the question, “How do I know if my 
puppy is relatively outwardly or inwardly focused 
when I select him?”  Good puppy testing protocols 
can reveal this, and there are as many different 
ways to test a working prospect puppy as there 
are trainers. The purpose of this article is not to go 
into detail on this particular subject, but suffice it 
to say, when testing puppies, be sure to test your 
puppy away from its pack. Many people looking 
at pups will do rag work and interact with their 
pups all together in the litter, in familiar settings, 
and the ones that draw confidence and boldness 
from their litter mates in the group setting, or from 
familiar surroundings, will be hard to separate 
from more independent puppies. Look at pups 
individually and see how they interact with you vs. 
their environment in a novel setting. We are look-
ing at where the puppy focuses. Does he want to 
only explore his new environment? Does he check 
in with you or the breeder with whom he is familiar 
in between exploring, or does he stay glued to 

people in a new environment? These are some 
of the things, as well as the breeder’s (assuming 
they are honest and perceptive about their litter) 
assessment that you should take into account. 
You want to strike a relative balance between 
independence and dependence. 
The conclusion here is that every puppy and young 
dog is different. Many novices start with puppies 
and as such the burden of knowledge needed to 
avoid critical mistakes is large. Many people think 
starting with a puppy is easier than a young adult, 
but with puppies there is much room to make errors 
from which recovery is difficult at best. You have to 
do your homework, and know what your puppy is, 
how best to train it, and that requires the guidance 
of experienced trainers in most cases. The expert 
eye will see problems on the horizon where the 
new working dog handler will be seeing their dog 
doing such cool perch work for rear-end awareness 
they will lose the forest for the trees. If something 
as simple and seemingly harmless as motivational 
training can create problems for you in your train-
ing, it becomes crucial to understand these tem-
perament traits of focus and independence as you 
embark on your journey with your dog. 
Jerry Bradshaw is the Owner of Tarheel Canine Training 
in Sanford, NC. His experience and progressive training 
methods have made Tarheel Canine an industry leader 
in training and service. Jerry is co-founder of the civilian 
protection sport PSA (www.psak9.org) and the Police K9 
Certification organization known as the National Tactical 
Police Dog Association NTPDA (www.tacticalcanine.com). 
Jerry is the author of "Controlled Aggression," and the 
forthcoming book, "Commonsense Pet Training." Jerry and 
his trainers have appeared on CNN, Good Morning America, 
and in many regional and National print publications.
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When we train dogs, we typically do not think of 
the activity in terms of being a “project.” The term 
almost has a sterile feel to it, as if we were simply 
putting an addition onto our home. But we, as 
professional dog trainers, know that every dog is 
different, a living creature, and the approach we 
take can vary based on a number of factors. When 
we sign the contract to perform training (I will 
include behavior modification as part of “training”) 
for a client (aka owner), I suggest that the work 
we perform is project work, there is a process 
that guides us, and we may improve what we do 
by implementing even a few of the concepts I will 
describe. Let’s break it down a little more.

What is a project? According to the Project 
Management Institute’s (PMI) Project Management 
Body of Knowledge (PMBOK), a project is: “a 
temporary endeavor undertaken to create a 
unique product, service, or result.” There are 
three key components to the definition. First, 
a project is a “temporary endeavor.” The work 
we perform in training a dog can be relatively 
short, as in a few basic obedience commands 
with several private lessons. The work can also 
stretch over many months, such as in training a 
service dog. However, there is a starting point 
and an end point to the training we do, so it is 
a “temporary endeavor.” Second, we “create” 
something “unique.” The act of sitting for one dog 
is no different than the act of sitting for another 
dog, but each dog we train has its own personality, 
quirks, and environment in which it lives. One dog 
may perform a sit in the presence of deer without 
any difficulties, while another cannot keep his rear 
on the ground because he’s ready for the chase. 
The way we develop the training plan, or “project 
plan,” will be different for different dogs. Similarly 
and third, we most often produce a “result.” The 
IACP has adopted standards for training, which 
we could use to gauge our results in training dogs. 
For instance, the basic sit command for dogs 

older than 16 weeks requires (1) that the dog will 
sit from a stand or down, using a single command 
or signal, and (2) the dog is successful on 4 out of 
5 attempts. This would be a measurable “result,” 
which is part of the definition of a project. This 
type of standard can in part, be used to determine 
the success of our “project.” 

Every dog is a living, breathing project, but it does 
not end there. A project has a life cycle, and this 
life cycle goes through phases. The basic phases 
of a project are (1) Concept, (2) Planning, (3) 
Execution, and (4) Close-Out. Without exception, I 
find myself working through each of these phases 
for the dogs I train. When I am hired, the project 
will go through all four phases. If I am not hired, 
I will have gone through concept and planning, 
or just concept. The phases of our projects could 
include these characteristics:

Concept: Marketing/Advertising, Prospect 
Contact, Evaluation/Discussion of Training Options

Planning: Training Selection, Training Plan 
Development, Contract, Payment to Start Work 
(partial or full)

Execution: Work Performance, Monitoring 
Progress, Modifications to the Training Plan, 
Modifications to the Training Methodology, Owner/
Stakeholder Feedback

Close-Out: Knowledge Transfer to Owner, Final 
Payment (if partial payment was made to start 
work), Client Feedback

Along with the life cycle phases of a project, 
there is also a process for getting the project 
from start to finish. The following is an eight-step 
project management process that was codified 
by Philip C. Nunn, my co-author of a 1994 book¹ 
that dealt with the synergies of quality and project 
management. Each step may not have the same 
duration (some may be very short or overlap) or 

Every Dog is a Living Breathing Project
by Jeff Leavitt, CDT
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depth as another, but skipping any could slow or 
bring the project to a screeching halt. The steps of 
the process are described below.

Step 1 – Project Definition: This step tells 
us what the project is about and provides the 
foundation for making it a success. It will include a 
project description, the current situation, the future 
state, the strategy, objectives, and assumptions.

Step 2 – Appoint the Planning Team: We want 
input from people who will be involved in the 
project. Typically it is simply the trainer and the 
owner. However, there may be others needed to 
make the project successful. For instance, a client 
dog was highly excitable/unruly at the groomer 
and would bark the entire time there (45 minutes 
or more). Improving this behavior was one of the 
objectives, and the groomer had to be involved in 
planning the “how” and “when” at their location.

Step 3 – The Work Breakdown Structure: Also 
known as the “WBS,” it is basically a task list of 
everything that needs to be done to complete the 

project. In some cases it is fairly straightforward, 
but sometimes it includes tasks that are outside 
of the regular dog training tasks. For instance, I 
would need to include a task to write a protocol for 
handling an aggressive dog if I did not have one 
already, and part of the project definition included 
behavior modification for an aggressive dog. 

Step 4 – Estimate Task Durations, Resources, 
and Costs: For each task identified in the WBS 
there will be an associated duration, resource, 
and cost. As an example, a new client dog will be 
learning the place command, which is a common 
task in many a dog training WBS. I already have 
a couple of elevated dog beds, but there is a 
problem. The new dog is too large for the beds 
that I have, so I have to purchase another bed. 
The task duration may be impacted (time to locate 
a supplier and place order, availability of the bed, 
time to deliver), I have to include another resource 
(the supplier of the bed), and this is an additional 
cost for the project.

Any trainer, from basic obedience to hunting and 
agility, will tell you that consistency is the key to a 
well-trained dog. Training your dog does not 
stop when the dog is “finished” with 
professional training. Consistency 
is essential for a dog to retain 
the commands he has learned. 
Platform dog training helps keep 
that consistency in training. The 
KLIMB™ is the first professional-
ly-made dog training platform 
available for professional dog 
handlers and everyday dog 
owners, making it far easier 
to continue training and 
keep the dog's focus. 
http://www.blue-9.com/
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Step 5 – Calculate the Schedule: We sequence 
all of the tasks necessary to complete the project. 
Some tasks must be completed before others. 
Some tasks can be performed at the same time as 
others. This is not so much of a problem with our 
type of projects, but watch for resource conflicts. 
One resource cannot be in two places at the same 
time. 

Step 6 – Start the Project: This is the green light 
to proceed. Contract (including the training plan/
project definition)… check. Vet records… check. 
Payment… check. The first task in the schedule 
can now start.

Step 7 – Track Progress and Identify Problems: 
This is where the training plan is executed. There 
are a certain number of tasks that need to be 
completed within specified time frame. Are you 
on schedule? Is there something that is impeding 
the progress of the project? If so, how will it be 
resolved? Is the rate of learning for the dog, 
or inversely, the effectiveness of the trainer in 
teaching the dog, taking longer than expected? 

What do we need to change? In some cases, 
communicating delays or problems to the owner 
is critical.

Step 8 – Transition to Use: We hand-off the 
newly trained dog to the owner, and provide 
training to the owner on how to maintain what 
the dog has learned. We demonstrate, observe, 
critique, provide written instructions, and possibly 
homework. Was the owner satisfied? Dissatisfied? 
Thrilled? If full payment has not been previously 
made, the balance is paid in Step 8.

So, why is all of this important to how we 
approach our living, breathing projects? Simply 
put, the better organized we are as professional 
dog trainers, the better we are able to improve the 
lives of our clients and their dogs. 
1 Jeffrey S. Leavitt, Philip C. Nunn, 1994, Total Quality 
Through Project Management, McGraw-Hill

Jeff Leavitt is the owner of Blue Bridge Dog Training in Hixson, 
TN. He can be reached at jeff@bluebridgedogtraining.com.
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There is an unrivalled tranquillity of being in the woods 
with a group of dogs. I consider myself very privileged 
to be part of this with my own, and clients’, dogs. My 
purpose on these walks is to fulfill the dogs needs 
safely. Our general day will be in woodland areas, off 
lead, embracing the nature of our environment and 
time together.
I was asked to discuss the freedom I give to dogs on 
my walks. The off lead reliability we achieve comes 
from on-lead choice. A lead can always be used as a 
restriction but I will use it to communicate to the dog 
and aim for loose lead walking. I am a slip lead man 
and have my entire group walking on them, from the 
small Bichon Frise to the large Siberian Husky. Both 
dogs know to walk and find comfort on a loose lead, 
tension at any point is removed when the dog restores 
position. If this is consistent the dog can make an 
easy choice on where to be. Any dog must accomplish 
loose lead walking under distraction if I expect them to 
choose appropriately off lead. 
As most of these dogs are clients’ dogs, I insist on hav-
ing the dogs on a consistent basis to establish a bond 
with the dog and form a trusting relationship. I focus on 
working the dogs as a social group from sharing crates 
and scavenging for hidden food to group resting and 
play. I think all of these aspects help strengthen the 
social drive within each dog. The activities will be initi-
ated by me within the group to keep a clear structure.
Our walk starts with the etiquette of leaving the van. 
It is essential that any dog is capable of thinking and 
decision making, outside of stress, to fairly be held 
accountable for its action. Our walk starts with all the 
dogs calm and attentive to move forward out of the 
crate, then individual roll call will start. Any new dogs 
will be worked individually first and on their first day 
with the group we will wait until they are calm.
It may be surprising for some people to learn that the 
vast majority of our walk will be at a fairly loose heel. 
If we come across any traffic such as horse riders, 
cyclists or dog walkers, I move off the path and instruct 
the dogs to stay. Once the distraction has passed, we 
will go on our way exploring.
My objective is never about distance or destination--it 
is really about the experience. One activity I men-
tioned earlier was scavenging for hidden food. This 

will involve us going to an area where I will again ask 
for stay whilst I throw and hide kibble in the area. I will 
then return to the group before releasing them to find 
it. Occasionally I will vary this from a group release 
straight away, roll call them individually first before giv-
ing the release, or heeling away from the area to then 
turn and release. I find the variety is the key in order 
to challenge the dog mentally. I believe the aspect of 
social eating strengthens the group bond. Using their 
nose to forage whilst navigating the environment, 
including climbing, digging, jumping, and holding 
balance is a very nice experience for the dogs. They 
remain content yet purposeful at the same time.
We will move on and sometime later find an area or 
stretch of the walk to enjoy a run and some play. I will 
give the dogs a release command to run, and what 
happens next will vary. Occasionally I may recall the 
group to send them on again, hide behind a rock or 
tree, play with a dog or the group, continue walking, or 
wait in the area and enjoy the dogs’ interactions. After 
some variation and duration of this, I will then have 
some rest time with dogs. Our rest time will be within 
the same environment the dogs have been highly 
excited in, but now they are also learning another way 
to behave. I believe this helps an arousal level transi-
tion where the dogs are able to fluently move between 
excitement and calm. (Practice this daily and it is very 
easy for your dog to switch levels, almost seamlessly 
in time.) The group resting time is another special 
experience when you can see the dogs completely 
relax and even sleep. The dog’s choice of action here 
speaks to me about their contentment as an individ-
ual and within the group. The satisfaction of seeing 
a variety of dogs finding peace and comfort in these 
moments is something that will forever be with me.
Having a variety of working dogs in the group, I pri-
oritize a mental workout within a social group. I firmly 
believe, with dogs and people that are socially moti-
vated, who you are with and what you are doing holds 
more value than where you are.  
Derek lives in Bonnybridge, Scotland with his wife and 4 
dogs running his business, Paws for Walkies. Currently he 
helps his clients and their dogs with off-lead dog adventure 
walks as well as private and group training.
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In the last issue, I promised you a system of 
training you can use to help your clients with 
positive reinforcement. I call my system ACT.

ACTTM : A proven, systematic, easy approach 
to dog training that anyone can follow.  

I’m training a sulphur-crested cockatoo named 
Annie to climb up a rope ladder. When she gets 
to the first rung of the ladder, I click and give her 
a tiny piece of a peanut. I ask her to do it again, 
hoping to have her climb to the second rung 
before I click this time. She climbed to the first 
rung again and turned her head to look at me. 
I waited, patiently willing her to keep climbing. 
I heard a familiar sound and started laughing, 
realizing that Annie had just imitated the sound of 
the clicker and was waiting expectantly for me to 
give her another peanut! Clever girl.

Most trainers have heard about clicker training and 
they either love it or hate it. I think it’s important 
for trainers to learn and teach because it makes 
it simple to use positive reinforcement effectively. 
As you may have read in the article published 
in a previous Journal, “Maximizing Your Use 
of Positive Reinforcement,” the biggest mistake 
trainers and clients make when trying to use 
positive reinforcement is inadvertently reinforcing 
undesired behavior. With clicker training, it’s easier 
to have inexperienced dog trainers and owners 
hold themselves accountable for reinforcing only 
desired behaviors, which results in higher rate of 
success training dogs. 

Dog trainers started to use clickers because they 
were copying dolphin trainers. I trained dolphins 
and other marine mammals for 10 years and 
am an expert when it comes to teaching people 
how to use a clicker. If you have ever seen a 
dolphin show, you may have noticed we use 
a whistle to communicate to the dolphin when 
they do something correctly. In much the same 

way, you can use a clicker to communicate to a 
dog precisely and accurately any time he does 
something right.

Some people think they can just say, “good boy” 
and it will communicate the same message as a 
clicker. Using a clicker is the most effective way 
to train a dog. You’ve probably told a dog he’s a 
“good boy” a hundred times today, but how many 
of those times has he gotten a treat? The ratio 
of “good boy” to treat is too low for “good boy” 
to be an effective tool in communicating critical 
information to a dog. When your dog hears a click, 
100% of the time he will get a treat, and he knows 
it. It makes it easy to communicate clearly.

Sometimes clients are concerned they’ll always 
have to carry a clicker around. A clicker is only 
used while you’re training a dog something new. 
Once he knows the behavior, you can slowly 
phase out the clicker. If you’re training a dog not to 
jump on people, you’ll need to carry a clicker with 
you whenever a dog will be near people. When he 
no longer jumps, you won’t need your clicker. Just 
remember where you put it because when you 
decide that you want to train him something new, 
you’ll want it again!

You may notice at the beginning your dog is much 
more likely to do exhibit the correct behavior when 
you’re holding the clicker because the treats as 
near also. That’s good news! He’s catching on 
to the system. You just need to repeat it enough 
times so he knows what your expectations are 
and you begin to establish a history of strong 
reinforcement. That’s when he’ll start to exhibit 
the desired behavior whether you have food or 
not. You can also start to keep the clicker and the 
treats out of sight when your dog understands the 
behavior you are asking for. This will result in a 
dog being on a variable reinforcement schedule. 
It sounds complicated, but sometimes you’ll give 
a dog a treat and sometimes you won’t. When you 

Get Ready to ACT
by Kim Greco
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keep him guessing about the reinforcement, he’s 
more likely to work harder.

To begin clicker training a dog, you simply click 
and give a treat. It’s follows the same concept 
in which Pavlov conditioned dogs with a bell 
followed by food. His dogs started salivating after 
the bell before they saw the food because the dog 
had made an association between the bell and the 
food. That’s what you want. You’ll need to “charge 
your clicker,” which means you need to teach the 
dog when he hears the click, he knows he’ll get 
a treat. It generally takes about 20 repetitions of 
“click = treat “ before a dog makes the association.

Here is the most important part for you to 
remember:

The moment you click it’s as if you’ve taken a 
photograph of the dog and whatever he’s doing at 
that exact moment. Then treating the dog is like 
you’ve handed the photograph to the dog, which 
communicates, “I love it when you do this.” This 
is the very reason why teaching someone to train 
using a clicker helps to avoid the most common 
mistake of inadvertently reinforcing undesirable 
behavior. Without the clicker, people tend to 
reinforce their dog the exact moment their dog 
is doing something wrong! Clicker training helps 
owners more clearly understand when to reinforce 
their dog the exact moment he exhibits the 
desirable behavior. The difference is critical. 

Timing matters when you click. You have to click 
when a dog is exhibiting the desired 
behavior. After the “click” you have 
anywhere from 2-30 seconds to get 
your dog a treat. The timing is more 
critical for the “click” than how long 
after you treat the dog. Technically 
speaking, any time you use positive 
reinforcement, you are increasing the 
probability that a dog will repeat the 
desired action again.

I have developed and taught a simple 
way of communicating to owners 
the easiest way to use positive 
reinforcement when training. The 
concept of ACTTM is an acronym to 
help make this simple: 

            

The ACTION is the behavior you’d like the dog 
to exhibit consistently. 

CAPTURE is to literally “mark” the moment in 
time your dog is exhibiting the specific ACTION. 
This is the aforementioned “photograph” of the 
behavior.

The last step is TELL, which is when you 
provide feedback to the dog you were satisfied 
with the behavior or ACTION.

Let’s go through a few examples…

I want a dog to sit.

Action - Puppy Sits.

Capture - Click as soon as he sits.

Tell - Give him a treat.

When you give the puppy something he likes 
(a treat), he will be more likely to sit again.

Available in these sizes
22” x 22”, 22” x 40” 

30” x 30” & 40” x 40”

Customize your colors!

lightweight, easy to clean, 
doesn’t require hardware or 
tools to assemble. 

mix and match between 8 
different fabric colors and 12 leg 
colors. Fabric is textilene, metal 
rails are durable powder coated. 

Great for place-board training! 

Contact us for free swatch 
and leg color chips. 

Pet Cots 

Toll Free 800-224-8268

4Legs4Pets@Mahar.net

4legs4pets.net
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I want a dog to lie down.

Action - Dog lies down.

Capture – Click when he lies down.

Tell - Give him a treat.

Your dog will be more likely to lie down, 
because he was reinforced.

This process doesn’t happen instantaneously. It 
takes some time for a dog to figure out what’s 
being reinforced. It will work.

There are some common mistakes people make 
when they are using a clicker, but when you apply 
ACTTM it’s easy to see the mistakes. For example, 
a dog is outside and won’t come. You click, and he 
comes running. You think because your dog came 
you were successful in training recall. If you plug 
in the steps to ACTTM your mistake will be evident.

Action - Dog ignores you.

Capture – Click to get him to come.

Tell - Give him a treat.

The dog will be more likely to ignore you, since 
that’s what you reinforced.

Please be careful that the moment you click the 
dog is doing something that you 
want more of.

I’d like to leave you with one final 
thought. The system of ACTTM 
works very well for helping people 
maximize their use of positive 
reinforcement. The exact same 
system works for maximizing the 
use of punishment, as well. I 
describe it as the mirror opposite 
of clicker training. If a dog is 
doing something you don’t like 
(ACTION), you can use a “marker” 
like the word “no” to CAPTURE 
what he’s doing wrong. When 
you pair that with something your 
dog doesn’t like, you can TELL 
him you like him to exhibit the 
ACTION less in the future. 

I’m a big fan of setting up our clients and their dogs 
for success. My system of the ACTTM approach 
helps dog owners stay on track. If you can avoid 
making the most common mistakes when you’re 
training, you’ll see quicker results and happier 
dogs.
Kim Greco, owner of Paws and Possibilities, is a dog 
trainer for people who want to be proud of their dog, not 
embarrassed by him. While in high school, Kim was ranked 
3rd in the country with her horse, Harbor Bay, who has been 
mentioned in The Practical Horseman magazine as one of 
the best hunters to ever step foot in the show ring.

After graduating from the University of Vermont with a B.S. 
degree in Biology and a concentration in Psychology, Kim 
began her professional career as a dolphin trainer. Over a 
10-year span, Kim worked with dolphins, sea lions, seals, 
penguins, and exotic birds. Spending most of her career at 
the National Aquarium in Baltimore as a Senior Trainer, Kim 
helped teach new trainers and interns how to train dolphins.

In addition to working well with animals, Kim has a natural 
gift to relate well with people and has the ability to simplify 
complex ideas and present them in ways that enable people 
of all skill levels to understand and retain them. These 
qualities have lead to a successful career working with dog 
owners and coaching other professional dog trainers to 
enhance their skills.
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Sisyphus was the King of Ephyra, and he had a rep-
utation for defying the Gods and being a bit of a trick-
ster. One of his best known exploits came at the end 
of his life when Hades, the God of the Underworld, 
came to claim him, bringing along a pair of handcuffs. 
Sisyphus, in all his cunning and mischief, managed 
to persuade Hades to demonstrate the handcuffs on 
himself. Sisyphus further took advantage of this turn of 
events by locking the handcuffed Hades in his closet.
Eventually Sisyphus’ shenanigans caught up with him 
and he was brought to the underworld to receive his 
eternal punishment. For all his transgressions, he was 
condemned to an eternity of rolling a massive boulder 
up a hill. What made this especially torturous was 
not that the hill was infinitely tall; in fact by exerting 
all his strength Sisyphus was able to reach the top.  
However, the moment he reached the peak and was 
ready to rest and rejoice in his accomplishments, the 
darn boulder rolled right back down to the bottom. 
Sisyphus, tired and frustrated, had to start the process 
all over again. And on it went for eternity.
Now, for lack of a clever segue, I’m going to abruptly 
shift gears. But don’t let the tale of King Sisyphus slip 
too far from your mind.
Negative reinforcement is one of the most widely used 
and versatile aspects of how animals learn. Technically 
speaking, negative reinforcement refers to the elimina-
tion of a stimulus (generally unpleasant), for the pur-
poses of encouraging or strengthening of behavior. In 
dog training, negative reinforcement refers to when the 
dog learns to turn off (or escape) an unpleasant sen-
sation, and later learns to avoid unpleasant sensation 
altogether by responding to a specific cue.
Used properly, negative reinforcement can strengthen 
and solidify your dog’s response to known commands, 
and make that response far more reliable and resis-
tant to extinction. The key, however, is to learn to use 
negative reinforcement properly. An incorrect under-
standing of negative reinforcement can make training 
stressful for the dog. At best, using negative reinforce-
ment incorrectly can simply slow down your training 
progress and limit the overall reliability of the results.
While there are many mistakes that are commonly 
made when it comes to the use of negative reinforce-

ment (which I will refer to as R-), I would like to use the 
story of King Sisyphus illustrate one of the most com-
mon ones:  During the initial conditioning, or instruction-
al phases of training, when the dog is learning how their 
actions can control the stimulus (or pressure), no soon-
er than the dog completes the task asked of it, then they 
are instantly released and/or given another command 
and the dog has to escape the pressure again.  
To illustrate by way of example, let’s take the early 
stage of remote collar conditioning where the dog 
learns to go his bed in response to the stimulation*.  
The trainer presses the button on the transmitter on 
a low setting (only a mild tickle or annoyance to the 
dog), and then guides the dog to his bed. As the dog 
goes to his bed, the trainer releases the button and 
the dog is praised and rewarded. Then, after only a 
brief moment, the dog is released and the exercise is 
started again (the trainer presses the button, guides 
the dog etc.).
What we must remember is that it is the cessation of 
the collar pressure that is reinforcing to the dog. In 
order to really take advantage of this reinforcement, 
the dog needs a moment to enjoy his accomplishment 
and the sense of relief and relaxation that comes with 
it. In other words, when the dog successfully removes 
the stimulation, give them a minute to savor it.
When we drill our dogs with a rapid succession of 
commands during R- training, we are essentially giving 
our dogs the same fate as Sisyphus. However, training 
should be a fun and enjoyable experience for the dog. 
The “curse of Sisyphus” erodes the value of the rein-
forcement, thus eroding the dog’s desire to work with 
us, causing them undue frustration, and slowing down 
our progress.
Don’t give the dog the curse of Sisyphus.
Moreover, the more motivating the stimulus or pres-
sure is, the more important it is to give the dog this 
extra bit of time.
After all, if Sisyphus was given a chance to sit down 
and catch his breath between boulder rolls, perhaps 
an extended break at lunch for a panini and a glass of 
wine, and two solid days off on the weekend, maybe 
his fate wouldn’t have been so torturous (heck, it’s just 
a solid days work!).

Negative Reinforcement and the Curse of Sisyphus
by Tyler Muto, CDTA/PDTI
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In addition to potentially causing undue stress during 
training, we may also be missing out on one of the 
potential benefits of negative reinforcement training.
For those with just a casual interest in training, you can 
probably stop here. For those dog nerds like myself, 
you may want to read on; I’m going to get all sciency 
for a moment.
As stated earlier, negative reinforcement training ulti-
mately has two components. First, the dog must learn 
to turn off, or “escape,” the pressure when they feel it. 
Second, they learn to avoid it all together by respond-
ing to a predictive cue (i.e. our command).  One of the 
unique and desirable qualities of this later avoidance  
learning is that once the dog learns how to avoid the 
pressure, they continue to do so for many repetitions 
without needing to be exposed to the pressure again. 
In fact, done properly, this type of learning is one of the 
most resistant to extinction.
Early researchers postulated that what was main-
taining the dog’s response in the absence of actual 
pressure was a classically conditioned fear response 
when the cue is given. This seems to make sense. The 
dog hears a command, and responds out of fear of the 
consequence for not responding. The problem was 
that the evidence simply did not support this theory. 
Dogs wear their emotions on their sleeves, and they 
are terrible liars. What researchers observed was that 
when dogs were properly conditioned through nega-
tive reinforcement and avoidance learning, not only did 
they respond reliably, but they did so with very happy 
and relaxed dispositions.
More research and a new theory were needed to 
explain this phenomenon. Along came the safety signal 
hypothesis. Several researchers (see M.R Denny, R.G 
Wiesman/J.S Litner, and D.F Tortora) recognized that 
after the removal of pressure, the dogs experienced 
a sense of relief and relaxation. Further, as the dogs 
learned to successfully avoid pressure, any potential 
unpleasant emotions faded quickly, but the sense of 
relief and relaxation remained. Thus it is the pleasant 
emotions of relief and relaxation which act as reinforce-
ment, and account for the dog’s disposition and the 
continued maintenance of the desired behavior.
In fact, M.R Denny noted that the experience of relief 
occurs 3-5 seconds after the cessation of pressure, 
and lasts for 10-15 seconds, whereas relaxation 
requires approximately 2-5 minutes to produce full 
benefits**. He also noted that the effects appear to 
double when the dog experiences both relief and 
relaxation as opposed to just relief by itself.

In other words, if you give at least 2-15 seconds 
between reps, the dog experiences some reinforce-
ment, but it if you give a full 2-5 minutes, the experi-
ence of reinforcement can effectively double.
What this means is that by giving ample time between 
repetitions during escape/avoidance training, not only 
are you avoiding giving your dog the curse of eternal 
damnation (a bit of an exaggeration I know), but you 
are doubling the pleasurable aspects of the training.
We can take advantage of this extra time. Research 
has shown that we can condition other signals to be 
associated with this sense of relaxation. Thus prais-
ing and interacting with the dog during this time can 
increase the value of your praise and help establish 
your interaction as a source of safety and comfort. The 
latter is immensely valuable for professional trainers 
who are regularly working with dogs with whom they 
are relatively unfamiliar.
Lastly, remember that this principle doesn’t only apply 
to leashes and collars. For instance, in the rehabilita-
tion of dog’s with social anxieties we often are working 
on how to relieve social pressures in appropriate ways. 
Taking a bit of extra time between exposures can help 
to amplify your results. The same applies to exposure 
to other forms of fear, phobia and anxiety as well.
Training with any kind of pressure is a responsibility, 
not a right. If you are going to do it, every effort should 
be made to do it well.  Avoiding the curse of Sisyphus 
is just one of the many ways you can ensure you get 
the most out of your training.
*I recommend training dogs initially with the use of positive rein-
forcement techniques, and utilizing the electronic or remote collar 
only to solidify and reinforce the previously established training.
** Denny specifies that relief involves a strong autonomic factor, 
whereas relaxation striatial muscles and various motoric compo-
nents.
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