[image: image1.jpg]



Dealing with a Leash Reactive Dog
NEARR does not accept aggressive dogs. However, rescued dogs all come with a history, and sometimes that includes leash reactivity. Leash reactivity is not aggression; many dogs who love other dogs when loose or in a large fenced area will lunge and bark at other dogs when on a leash or in a small area. These reactive behaviors are caused by fear, and have developed as a coping behavior to deal with a stressful situation. All animals want to be safe, and being held on a leash, unable to run away from a scary thing makes some dogs feel trapped and, therefore, unsafe. These scary things can include other dogs, cats, strangers, bicycles, skateboards, you name it. Unfortunately, the dog’s reaction is to lunge and bark to try to chase the scary thing away.
Although we often don’t know the cause of a dog’s reactive behavior, there are training methods we can use to help the dog learn a new response and lessen or eliminate the reactive behavior. The goal is to help the dog by giving it a new experience of feeling safe, relaxed, and in control in a situation which previously would have elicited a fearful response.
Since we want the dog to experience success, we need to create a situation that allows the dog to feel safe and does not cause a fearful response.

· Know the dog. Be aware of the dog’s triggers and body language so you are able to predict arousal. Also, knowing the dog’s signals allows the handler to give the dog enough space to feel safe.

· Select the correct tool. Leash reactive dogs have usually learned to associate pressure on the neck with the fearful situation. Using a head collar such as a Gentle Leader or a harness hooked in front of the chest (such as Premier’s EZ Walk, which has a 3-way adjustability, a martingale loop for the chest hook, and is widest availability), or a combination of both give the handler much more control of the dog, and cause no pressure on the neck. A head collar also allows the handler to turn the dog’s head slightly which is a calming signal to the other dog.
· Keep calm. The dog is easily able to read the handler’s body language and anxiety on the part of the handler will add to the dog’s feeling of stress.
· Carry treats. Having plenty of high value treats will help distract and desensitize the dog and will help make a connection between the scary object and a positive reward.

· Ask for alternative behaviors. Having the dog perform a sit, down, watch me or some obedience behavior when in a stressful situation will often distract the dog and stop the reactive response.
Several training exercises for reactive dogs

Training exercise 1

For this exercise, use a neutral dog, one who is confident, uses appropriate calming signals, and does not react to the reactive dog by barking.

· Follow the neutral dog at a safe distance in a large circular pattern, with frequent short stops to allow the dogs to stand without pulling on the leash.
· Walk with the two dogs parallel with a safe distance between them. Gradually decrease the distance between them if possible. Stop every few feet and watch for calming signals. If the reactive dog exhibits calming signals proceed to the next step.

· Walk the reactive dog toward, then past, the neutral dog. When this is successful, have the dogs come to a stop at a safe distance facing one another briefly.

Always stop the session while things are going well. Do not allow the dogs to get close enough to greet each other.

Training exercise 2

The positive interrupt is a method of conditioning the dog using a cue word. It allows the handler to redirect the dog’s attention when engaging in any inappropriate behavior, including reactive behavior. Training must be done in a controlled, low distraction situation over and over until the dog responds immediately and automatically before ever trying it in a high distraction situation.

· Use a cue word such as “Hey, over here” and then feed the dog a yummy treat. Repeat until the dog responds immediately every time to the cue.

· Move away two or three steps as you say the cue word. Toss the treat to the floor and praise the dog as she eats it.

· Add low level distractions. When you see the dog wandering around sniffing something mildly interesting, Say the cue word, move away and toss the treat as above. Gradually increase the level of distraction until the dog’s response is automatic.
· When the dog responds automatically to the cue, start using it in reactive situations.

Training exercise 3

This exercise again uses treats to desensitize the dog to a scary object. The idea is to associate the scary object with a positive consequence, a treat.

· Start off standing beside your dog with a large number of treats. When the dog notices an approaching dog or other scary object, give her a cue such as “look, a dog” and immediately give her a treat.

· Continue this until the dog will look at the dog, then look back at you for approval and a treat. 

· Dogs who are desensitized to one thing often find something else to fear. You can use this exercise with anything the dog fears.
Information comes from Kathy Cascade, www.spiritdog.com and the Berkeley Humane Society, www.berkeleyhumane.org
