
Are you making your dog reactive?
I cannot count how many times students have come to me and told me that another
trainer said to them that they themselves were making their dog reactive. Usually the
blame is put on the owners being anxious themselves and the dog picking up on that.
It really bothers me that this narrative is still so prevalent. In my eyes, it is both unfair for
the owners as well as not true.

The first problem I have with this statement is that it does not provide any actionable
advice at all.

“Just be less anxious so your dog will be less reactive” well, this is some of the least helpful
advice you could possibly give anyone.
The reason that people are anxious is definitely not that they just never tried to “not be
anxious”.

There is no one quick thing you can do to feel less on edge.

My second problem with the statement is that you should probably feel a bit anxious about
your reactive dog. You are likely right to be concerned and feel on edge.

Maybe your dog has nipped somebody before or you have seen him in scary situations
where this could have happened.
The solution to having a reactive dog like this is definitely not to just feel relaxed and hope
that the dog will follow suit. That is a pretty dangerous way of thinking.
Some forms of anxiety are definitely not warranted, but the anxiety that a reactive dog
could actually harm someone (including you, for example when he pulls you over) - that
worry is very much justified.

Next, the statement that only the owner makes a dog reactive also is quickly disproven by
handing the dog to someone else. I have never seen a case where a highly reactive dog
completely stopped all reactivity when somebody other than the owner was holding the
leash.



On the other hand, even if you are a very anxious person, I could hand you the leash of my
Golden Retriever and I guarantee he would be just as happy-go-lucky as he always is - you
would not turn him into a reactive mess.

Now, it is true that dogs can show varying levels of reactivity based on who they are with.
But this is not because the owner is making them reactive, but rather because the owner’s
presence has sort of become a part of the specific reactivity setups.
So, if you are the one who has been walking the dog every morning for the last 6 months,
and every morning you came across other dogs in your neighborhood and your dog was
lunging and barking at them, then you are basically a “part of the picture” for your dog.
He will associate your presence with the rest of the triggers. And it is true that if we change
part of the picture for the dog, for example by not having him on a short and tight leash or
by taking him to a different, more suitable place for the training or also by having someone
else handle the dog, the reactivity can be decreased.

So I have definitely seen cases in which I took the leash of a dog and the dog was less
reactive. He did not stop all reactivity, but it was a bit less. Because I was not “part of the
picture” for him. He had no prior experiences of being reactive around me - because we
just had never met yet.

But it is really important to not confuse cause and action here.
So a dog is not more reactive because the owner has some sort of bad aura that causes the
dog to behave poorly.
Instead, because the dog is reactive, and the owner is the one who is usually around the
dog when he is reacting, the dog forms an association of being with the owner and being
triggered.

Again, it is really wrong to assume that as an owner we just have to change something
about our attitude or emotions and this will cure the dog’s reactivity. It does not work that
way.

Of course, if an owner is very anxious they may do some things that are not ideal. For
example, the more anxious an owner is, the shorter they usually hold the leash. As we
already know, this will increase the dog’s reactive response. Also, they tend to already start



shortening the leash when they see another dog far away on the horizon - thereby
somewhat priming the dog and suggesting something bad is going to go down.

Once more though - the solution to this is not to simply change one’s attitude and feel less
anxious and the dog will follow suit.
The solution is rather to work on counterconditioning in safe, predictable setups. That way,
the dog is changing his conditioned emotional response - but the owner actually is as well.

Owning a reactive dog and NOT knowing how to best deal with the freak-outs and how to
manage the dog is really stressful. Many of my students tell me that just having a plan in
place and knowing what to do when is very calming for them.

Eventually, the owner's conditioned emotional response will be changed just as the dog’s
CER gets changed. And this will happen over time as the dog reaches milestones in the
reactivity training.
The first time that a dog made it through a session without crossing his threshold is a
milestone that will have owners feeling a bit more relaxed.
The first time that a dog can go on a normal walk without nearly pulling anyone over is a
milestone.
The first time the dog made it through an entire week without crossing the threshold is a
big milestone. And so on.

And with every one of these positive experiences of “my dog did this and this … and he did
not freak out” - with every one of them, the owner will become less anxious and less on
edge.

And over weeks (or maybe months), the owner’s own feelings will be changed - not because
I tell them “Hey, stop feeling anxious” but because the reality of living with and handling
their dog has changed.
The dog went from being an anxiety-inducing dog to being a dog that’s fun to be around
and that’s enjoyable to walk.

So, no: Your anxiety is not making your dog reactive. Rather, your reactive dog is giving you
anxiety, and that is probably somewhat validated.



Let’s change how he behaves and feels and you will see that this will change how you feel
as well.


