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The Reactive Dog
Working with Leash Reactivity 

Trish King, CDBC, CPDT-KA
Canine-Behavior-Associates.com

Fear

Curiosity

Frustration

Bravado 

Intolerance

• Bark and lunge at other 
dogs when he’s on leash?

• Rush up to meet a dog,  
only to tense up and attack?

• Sit underneath tables or 
chairs and lunge out at 
other dogs?

• Like some dogs, but 
become aggressive to 
others?
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•Play in dog parks?
•Meet other dogs 

when we’re walking 
down the street?
•Sit quietly with me at 

a coffee shop?
•Greet and play with 

dogs who come to 
visit?
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•As soon as you add a leash, you add 
frustration and you impede body 
language and voila! 

When you ask dogs to do what 
goes against who they are and 

what they want…
They get frustrated!
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Everyone else is a 
stranger – and 

suspect

Most puppies don’t have those 
characteristics

•Shy puppies won’t 
approach the novel, they 
hang back
•Overly assertive puppies 

will approach too quickly
•Some of this is lack of 

socialization; some is 
genetically determined
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As Puppies age, their behavior 
changes
•Most adolescent dogs retain their sociability level, 

but change in subtle ways
•More assertive and bossy
•More prickly and reactive
•More submissive or shy

•Most real aggression begins in adolescence
•And much of it is caused by experiences
• Lack of socialization

• Lax socialization
• Trauma

• Some types of dogs retain 
sociability to strangers (puppy 
behavior) into adulthood
•Generally dogs used for 
sport or play 

•Retrievers
•Spaniels

• Some dogs become more 
picky, less tolerant
•Terriers
•Guard Dogs
•Herding Dogs 
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•We are our Chemistry
• Epinephrine 

(adrenalin) is released 
into the body’s system 
when danger or 
perceived danger 
threatens (fight or 
flight)
• Increases heart rate
• Sends blood to the 

appropriate muscles to 
facilitate rapid 
movement
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We humans react to reactivity in several 
ways
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•Dog thinks other dog(s) 
are threats, even when 
they are not
• Becomes dog aggressive

• Causes
• Lack of experience
• Improper experience
• Trauma
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•What does the dog 
have to learn?
• That his environment is 

not a scary as he 
thought
• That his owner/handler 

can take care of him
• That certain behaviors 

are expected of him

•Relationship building
• Clear, consistent rules in 

the household
• (rules make for clarity, clarity 

removes conflict)
• Eating, sleeping, 

doorways, etc.  (the 
actual rules mean less 
than the fact that the 
rules exist)

• Build trust, so the dog 
learns to believe you when 
you say “it’s okay”
• Always remember that panic 

overrides reasoning
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Handling

•Dog should be 
accepting of all 
handling from the 
owner – this means 
that you may have 
to work on handling 
before you work on 
the behavior 
problem

• The leash is a tool, and the 
handler should know how 
to hold and use it 
correctly, smoothly and 
comfortably
•Human body language is 

as or more important than 
the dog’s body language

Training Equipment 

•The equipment you choose is very important…. 
However
• Just for a moment, throw out the scientific 

definitions….and see training through your dog’s 
eyes
• Equipment - least aversive to most aversive 

qBack Harness
qFlat Collar
qFront Harness
qProng/Pinch Collar
qChoke Chain
qHead Halter

v Always be aware of your dog’s point of view! 
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Bumas
Muzzle

Freedom 
Harness 

•Care should be taken not to put the dog in a 
position where he or she feels that they 
must choose aggression
•Leash aggression
•Stranger aggression
• In-home aggression

•Thresholds are very important, because 
after the threshold has been breached, 
thinking stops and reflexes begin
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Step II - Obedience

• Is not the same as behavior…but is needed 
to change behavior
•Dog should understand the rules of the 

game – what do your commands/cues 
mean?  Does your dog know? Do you 
know?  
•When you give a cue, do you wait for it to 

happen or do you lose your cool, and 
insisssssstttttt

Training 

•Training is relatively easy – making sure the dog 
remembers what you teach when you need her to 
is much more difficult
•When a behavior is learned under optimum conditions
• Controlled environment
• Dog is ready to learn – calm, focused
• Brains are not computers – emotions color learning 

• How a session ends will determine how well it is remembered
• If you throw a party at the end of a training session, you may 

well be tossing the learning away

Teaching 

•Potential issues with techniques
• Luring and modeling
• Beware of the GPS effect – excessive luring will impede rather 

than encourage learning 

• Shaping 
• Beware of the frustration factor

• There are times when dogs get so wound up they cannot 
retain any behaviors (see previous slide)

•Make sure you know what you are teaching…and 
what they are learning – they may not be the same

• Skippy
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Food – Primary reinforcer
The dog needs food to live, so 
using food will tend to be 
successful over time 

However
Dogs under stress often cannot eat, even the tastiest of 
treats
This is a good way to figure out if the dog is actually 
learning

Using Anticipation 

•Anticipation is often not thought of as a reward, but 
it most definitely is
• You look forward to R&R at the end of a day… a 

party...sitting in front of the tv...a lunch date...connecting 
with friends...this class...an agility match.  The world is 
filled with happy anticipation

•Canine anticipation
• You coming home...going for a walk...being 

petted...dinner...dinner...going to the beach...games
• Often you’ll get different behaviors depending on what’s coming up
• Dogs often whine in anticipation of something grand 
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Tactile reinforcement can be very powerful, but 
most of us do not use it correctly 

Dogs do not pet each other –
after puppyhood, this is 
something they generally get 
from humans – for free! 

Be Wise --- Know your 
dog 
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•There is a physiological process that occurs 
when a habit or memory is formed 
•Muscle memory
• Teach
• Practice
• Retrieve memory (remember that dogs are place 

learners!) 
•Markers are important – they can actually bring a 

memory to the surface quickly
•Most people think dogs have learned something 

well before they have
•Acquisition
•Maintenance

•Classical Conditioning – the dog experiences 
something
•Desensitization and Counter conditioning
• Create an association between a “bad” thing and a “good” thing

•Always working the dog below his threshold
• Bully beh mod Boxer mix behavior mod in pavilion 

–Going beyond threshold does much more damage than 
consistently working below

• Owners generally want to wait until issues develop before they 
make any move - this will make things worse (owners are 
generally reactive rather than proactive)

• Having strangers feed fearful dogs often backfires

•The dog does 
something - is in 
control of his own 
behavior 
•Antecedent -

Behavior –
Consequence 
•Many choices!
•BAT, LAT, CAT
•Abandonment

file:///localhost/Volumes/Passport%202014/Behavior%20Mod/Boxer%20mix%20beh%20mod%20in%20pavilion.mov
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LAT – look at that

�This is a technique named by Leslie 
McDevitt in her book “Control 
Unleashed.”  
� Essentially, it teaches the dog to look at the thing 

that bothers him, then look back at you. 
○ It’s a fine technique and works with some dogs.   When the dog 

looks at another dog or person, you mark the behavior with a “yes,” 
or the sound of a clicker, and reward.  

BAT – Behavior Adjustment 
Training

� This term was coined by Grisha Stewart, who 
wrote a book about it.  
� During this process, the dog tells you that she is 

heading towards her threshold by her stress signals, or 
by what are sometimes called calming signals.  

� When you see the signals, you allow her to retreat, 
thus reducing her stress. 

� Generally, this technique doesn’t use treats, although 
it can.  It does require superb observational skills and 
knowledge of body language.  At the least, it helps 
people learn to watch their dogs

•Developed by Dr. Jesus Rosales-Ruiz and Kellie 
Snider
• Essentially the opposite of BAT.   Tester presents a 

second dog to a reactive (subject) dog at a distance
• When the subject dog stops reacting, the tester dog 

leaves.   
• The process is repeated until the REACTIVE subject dog 

can get close to the non-reactive  dog 
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•Cognitive (Creative) Anthropomorphism 
Behavior Modification (!!)
•Assess the mood of the dog and help him 

change it
• Turn fear into fun
• Understand what motivates the dog when he or she is relaxed and 

comfortable – practice at home and in safe locations until muscle 
memory is strong
• Work outside the dog’s threshold until you are sure he or she is 

ready for the next step
• If you are working with a fear aggressive dog and he will not 

willingly look back at you, you are too close or you have been 
working too long

• Handler must appear relaxed and in control or the dog will read 
your energy and your efforts will be in vain

• For dogs who rely on their owner for back up
• Slightly insecure dogs are the most common candidates

• Might be fine off leash… reactive on leash

•Need two trainers – one to hold a 30 foot long line, one to 
hold the demo dog
•Need at least one stable, non reactive dog as a demo dog
• Reactive Dog (RD) is presented with demo dog at a 

distance
• When the reactive dog goes off, the demo dog stops and the 

owner of RD tosses her leash at the dog, then escapes
• When the RD calms down, the owner comes back and the greeting 

begins again 
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Exercises

•“Find it” My favorite because it uses a dog’s 
natural inclinations and instncts, and 
helps turn fear into fun

We all know that dogs can get frustrating 
because they want to sniff everything.  
They also tend to use the behavior when 
they’re feeling stressed or somewhat 
fearful

Encourage the behavior by giving the dog 
something real to do, and gradually the 
stress lessens as the dog has an alternative 
behavior he is supposed to do.

Treat-Retreat

•Teaches the dog he doesn’t have to face 
his fear – he can escape
•Begin a bit below threshold, then toss a treat behind the dog.  
•The dog will turn to get the treat, then turn back to its origin (the human).  
•Each time the dog turns back, she will 
have a tendency to get a bit closer.  
• When she finally comes close to the 
person of her own accord, she received a treat from the person’s hand.  

• “Touch”
• “Find it”
• “Catch”
• Tricks
• Spin, jump, go rock…
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•Use relaxation techniques on a regular basis 
• Relaxation for both guardian and dog
• Leash technique and handling

• Zen down 

Problem 
Behavior Mod
Walk

file:///Volumes/Passport%202014/Stuffed%20Dog%20Videos/stuffed%20dog%20ofi%20catahoula.mov
file:///Volumes/Passport%202014/Behavior%20Mod/Ofi%20Catahoula%20find%20it.mov
file:///Volumes/Passport%202014/Behavior%20Mod/Ofi%20Catahoula%20walk.mov
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Golden

file:///Volumes/Passport%202014/Behavior%20Mod/Bailey%20Golden%20Fear%20Agg.mov


9/7/18

Trish King - ADB Reactive Dogs 25

•Much less common than fear based aggression
•However, some breeds were bred to be dog aggressive and 

some aggression should not be a surprise 
• Akita’s – Temperament (AKC) “Alert and responsive, dignified and 

courageous. Akitas may be intolerant of other dogs, particularly of 
the same sex.”
• Pit Bull Terriers – Characteristics (UKC):  “…most APBTs exhibit 

some level of dog aggression and because of its powerful physique, 
the APBT requires an owner who will carefully socialize and 
obedience train the dog.”
• Rottweiler – Temperament (AKC):  “An aloof or reserved dog 

should not be penalized, as this reflects the accepted character of 
the breed. An aggressive or belligerent attitude towards other dogs 
should not be faulted.”
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Gracie (pit bull) with owner 

file:///Volumes/Passport%202014/BULLIES/Gracie%20Pit%20impulse%20control.mov
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Conflicted hound/pit x

Rottie fence charging

•Management
•Remove from situations that cause excess 

arousal

•Relationship work

•Training 
•Relaxation techniques (Zen Down)

file:///Users/k9teacher/Documents/My%20Videos/Cautious%20pit%20bull%20stuffed%20dog%20and%20real%20dog-desktop.m4v.mov
file:///Volumes/Passport%202014/Behavior%20Evaluations%20b.%20CBA%20II.ppt_media/Rottie%20fence%20charging.mov
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•Management – do not 
allow dog into situations 
which will promote 
behavior or allow practice

• Teaching Alternate 
Behaviors
• Recall
• Fast Down running away

• In extreme cases, aversives
may be necessary 

Labs w/golden

file:///Volumes/Passport%202014/Multi%20Dogs/labs%20&%20golden%20swimming%20pool.mov
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•Management – separate dogs
• Relationship work – dog should look upon guardian as 

source of all resources
• Training dogs separately

No injuries            Dog appears slightly wary of other 
dogs             Over time, the wariness grows and 
becomes more offensive in nature                      
Dog becomes aggressive to all other dogs
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Terriers 

file:///Volumes/Passport%202014/Multi%20Dogs/two%20aggressive%20terriers%20in%20my%20office.mov
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• Establishing leadership
• Leader acts – follower reacts
• Establish rules and boundaries

• Big Dogs/Small Dogs
• Much easier to help bigger dogs than small ones, who generally 

get away with …..
• Often small dog owners will live with the behavior rather than change how they 

interact

•Guard dogs bred for aggression
• Generally towards human intruders

• Fighting dogs bred for aggression
• Will kill another dog 

• Combination of prey drive, arousal and intolerance
• Unemotional, killing bite, grab and hold on 

• Inhibit natural tendencies by training throughout 
puppyhood and adolescence
• Calling out of play
• Teaching wait before almost everything the dog wants 
• No dog parks
• Increased dependency on owner
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• The Owner Should…
• Control or appear to 

control strange territory –
enter first, then invite dog 
in 
• Control or appear to 

control all situations 
• Set firm, fair rules
• Elicit respect with just a 

tiny bit of fear
• Maintain dependence 

• The Dog Should
• Wish to rejoin the owner quickly
• Rely on the owner for defense
• Be exercised enough to be physically tired at least once a day
• Have enough sleep to be able to think  effectively 

•Trust the owner
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