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More praise for The Human Half of Dog Training
The Human Half of Dog Training is a godsend to teachers everywhere! Finally, the missing link between trainer and client is here! Risë has a wonderful knack for explaining the subtle issues we all encounter in a non-judgmental, insightful and caring manner. A must have for all trainers’ libraries!
Pamela Dennison, Author of five books and four DVDs, including The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Positive Dog Training and Training the Whistle Recall
All trainers can benefit from Dr. Van Fleet’s approach to The Human Half of Dog Training—developing a knack for empathic listening, setting limits on class disruptive clients, avoiding those pitfalls of noncompliance and unrealistic expectations. Risë Van Fleet sparkles with her inclusive writing style and extensive background in family counseling. If we canine professionals can agree that training is a lot like landing an airplane whereby the end result depends on the approach, we can thank Risë for further illuminating that runway! Maggie Blutreich, CPDT-KA
A must read for all canine professionals. Risë VanFleet has created a seminal masterpiece that details how to approach the many variables of the often forgotten human component in animal behavior consulting.
Michael Shikashio, CDBC
As veterinarians, we study for many years to learn how to best care for pets, forgetting at times that every beloved pet comes with a human client. This book is exactly what every veterinarian and veterinary hospital employee needs to help communicate more effectively with the people who care enough to trust us with their pets. The Human Half of Dog Training is filled with case examples and situations that are recognizable to our profession. Risë Van Fleet offers recommendations for creating the best plan and achieving the greatest treatment results through better communication, empathy, and understanding. As a veterinarian with a special interest in behavior cases, this book will be a valuable addition to my professional library. Dr. Lynn R. Honeckman, Veterinary Behavior Solutions, American Veterinary Society of Animal Behavior, Pet Professional Guild
Dog trainers and behavior consultants need a number of core skills to be successful as professionals—they must be good dog trainers, business people, and yes, human trainers! Risë VanFleet’s new book is the best book on the human component of the training team since Terry Ryan’s Coaching People to Train Their Dogs, and is chock-full of practical tips for dealing with client challenges using techniques based in sound behavioral science that many dog trainers will already be familiar with.
Casey Lomonaco, KPA CTP, owner Rewarding Behaviors Dog Training, Board of Trustees, Association of Pet Dog Trainers Bravo! This book should be required reading for every professional dog trainer. These skills for working with clients are every bit as important to doing our jobs well as the skills we have with dogs, and nowhere have I seen them so effectively laid out. This is a game-changing book and will no doubt increase the efficacy of any trainer who reads and takes it to heart.
Veronica Boutelle, author How to Run a Dog Business and Minding Your Dog Bussiness, owner dog TEC
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INTRODUCTION

When we work with dogs, we inevitably work with their people, and therein lies the real challenge for most canine professionals. People are the ones who bring their dogs to us for veterinary care, training, behavioral consults, grooming, and almost any other service we might provide. And it is through these people that we try to help the dog stay healthy, feel good, learn new behaviors, overcome fears, and remediate other problems. It is through these people, sometimes, that the dog has developed unwanted behaviors and problems, and it is through these people that we must work collaboratively to resolve those difficulties. While you might wish that you could whisk dogs away to your training facility or home where you could help them flourish in a consistent, caring learning environment, in the long run, dogs end up with their people. No matter the type of canine work you do, you want it to succeed and you want it to last, and that depends primarily on the people in a dog’s life.
More than once the thought has crossed my mind that maybe if I just left my car door open for a few minutes while ending a home-based training session the dog would jump into my car, ready to shift allegiance and life to me. Too quickly, reality intrudes on my fantasy, and I realize once again that’s not how it works. I already have five dogs and three cats, which are probably as many as I can properly attend to at the moment. But the fantasy is alluring because it would be so much easier!
Most of us did not get involved in dog work because we wanted an easy ride, though. It probably started because we really liked dogs. Communicating with another species is both complex and exciting. Human partnerships with dogs go back at least 30,000 years, and we have found ways—good and bad—to work and live with them. The wonderful DVD, Dogs Decoded (BBC/PBS, 2010; in the UK, The Secret Life of Dogs), summarizes recent and ongoing research about who and what dogs are, highlighting how much dogs have learned, adapted, and evolved their cognitive, emotional, and behavioral capacities to live in harmony with us as well. Studies of the role of oxytocin in the human-animal bond (Olmert, 2009) have shown that both people and dogs produce significant amounts of oxytocin when they are touching each other. This remarkable human-canine relationship is satisfying in deeply fulfilling ways. I suspect that most canine professionals have experienced the joys of such connection with a dog, and this has led them on their own unique paths into the work that they do.
Somewhere along the way, you become aware that you no longer are working just with dogs, though. There is a person or two or three or four attached to the dog, and some of these people are small unwieldy beings called children. Often, these people don’t really understand their dog in the same way that you do, and you find yourself facing an unexpected challenge: how to help people change. This was not part of the imaginary bargain you thought you had made when deciding to work with dogs!
People are complicated, and they are not always easy to work with. They can seem unpredictable or capricious. They seem to love their dogs, yet they do things that harm them. They come to you for help and then resist what you suggest. They want their dogs to behave consistently even though they don’t. Some eagerly apply what you teach while others insist on doing it their own way, even though they get poorer results. They let problems fester and grow before coming to you, and then expect you to fix them overnight. Even though we are of the same species, people sometimes seem more of a mystery than dogs! It can be downright depressing.
But please, despite the gloomy picture I’ve just painted, don’t close the cover on this book just yet! I hope that by the time you reach the other end of it you will have a better understanding of the human half of dog training, armed with new skills and strategies for working collaboratively and effectively with dog and person.
The missing human element
Since I first started reading everything I could find about dogs twenty years ago, the number of books, magazines, DVDs, articles, and blogs has proliferated. One full room of my office is now a floor-to-ceiling library devoted primarily to dogs, horses, and studies of non-human animals. There are resources on history, breeds and breeding, ethology, behavior, body language, veterinary medicine and behavior, ethics and welfare, shelters and rescues, animal emotions, animal play, cognition, training, behavioral consulting for a wide range of problems, working dogs, canine sports, human-animal bonds, animal assisted therapies, animals in child development, children’s books, personal stories and biographies, and many more. It would appear that people are embracing the world of animals, and especially dogs, in record numbers. As more and more canine professionals have turned to science to guide their training and intervention efforts, the tide of dog-friendly methods and materials has surged.
Oddly, one thing seems to be missing from this mass of information. Despite hundreds of books available on how to train dogs for every conceivable behavior or purpose, there are only a few that focus on an extremely important factor influencing dogs every day of their lives—their human companions (Weinberg, 2006; Wilde, 2003). As a child and family psychologist and play therapist with an enthusiastic interest in dogs, this phenomenon immediately struck me nearly a decade ago when I took my first formal steps to become a dog trainer and behavioral consultant.
As I sat in my first Association of Pet Dog Trainers conference, I felt both out of place (as a relatively new dog trainer) and strangely at home. People were friendly and welcoming of my presence, but what was so familiar was the way that canine professionals talked about their passion—dogs. I had heard this same passion, but pertaining to children, from the child and play therapy professionals I had trained and mentored through the years. The canine professionals animatedly discussed all things dog. They compared methods and interventions. They talked about successes and obstacles. For decades, I had heard my play therapy students and colleagues share their passion for working with children, new methods and techniques that worked, and how good it felt to see a child become happier and better adjusted.
There was another similarity. As a trainer of child and play therapy professionals, it had been common for me to hear clinicians talking in frustrated tones about parents. These professionals loved working with children, but they were much less enthusiastic about working with their parents. Now here I was listening as canine professionals talked about their love of working with dogs, alongside their frustrations and exasperations with humans. Because I had received such excellent training in graduate school, I have always worked with families, both children and parents, and I have felt great satisfaction when I could help parents connect better with their children and overcome whatever problems they had encountered. I was convinced that the most effective work was done with the entire family. In my training and supervision of other therapists, I shared the skills needed to work effectively and enthusiastically with parents. As their skills grew, I heard more and more child and play therapy professionals becoming excited about the ways they had helped parents develop confidence, competence and healthier relationships with their children. These professionals still loved working with children, but their former frustrations with parents disappeared as they learned how to work with them more effectively. In fact, many shifted their primary focus from working with individual children to families.
So it was in those early stages of my formal dog training education that the idea for this book began to form. As I absorbed more information and skills from canine professionals, I began to see where my own background in working with parents might provide some useful perspectives and skills for working with the “parents” of the pooches. A two-part article series, “Engaging Owners Fully in Dog Training,” that I wrote for The APDT Chronicle of the Dog (VanFleet, 2008a, 2009) was well received (winner of a Dog Writers Association of America 2009 Maxwell Award), and provided an outline for the ideas in this book.
How this book is organized
The book covers many aspects of working effectively with people. Chapter 1 offers some background about the human context of dog training and outlines the special challenges posed by human clients. Also included are problems that clients have described about their dog training experiences. Chapters 2 and 3 examine human resistance and cognitive distortion on the part of both the trainer and the client and how their attitudes and expectations can lead to problems. Understanding these factors leads to different ways of approaching behavior that are more likely to result in greater cooperation. This is followed by an explanation of common, but distorted, thinking patterns that can be obstacles in training and consultation relationships from either the trainer or the client sides, along with ways to recognize and shift such patterns in more collaborative, productive, and compassionate directions. Ways to help people see the relevance and value of trainer suggestions and to refocus their complaints into training goals are also covered.
Chapters 4 to 7 cover specific skills and strategies for use with clients, including how to engage them in the process, how to listen fully and convey your understanding, how to secure client follow-through, and how to respond compassionately to emotions that can undermine progress. Chapter 7 outlines a human skills training model that works well with both children and adults. Behavioral skills used with dogs can also be applied with human clients, including structuring the environment, the use of positive feedback, sensitive timing, and focusing on alternative behaviors, and these are discussed in Chapter 7 as well. Additional skills such as creating a lighthearted learning atmosphere, expressing yourself clearly, reducing client defensiveness, and providing corrective feedback are described in detail.
Chapter 8 looks at considerations and strategies for working with families with children and adolescents. Information about children’s developmental capacities is coupled with practical suggestions for working effectively with them at different ages. Chapter 9 provides suggested guidelines for handling common problems faced by canine professionals in individual and class settings. The chapter illustrates ways to integrate the skills and ideas from throughout the book as they are applied to these varying situations.
The skills and processes described in this book are readily applicable to most canine professionals. To avoid confusion and to reduce cumbersome language in trying to list all possible canine jobs, the terms trainer and consultant are used throughout the text to refer to canine professionals of every kind. I do not wish to slight anyone, but this seemed the best way to keep the text clear and readable. Similarly, the humans we work with are referred to as “humans,” “clients,” or simply “people.” Case studies or real-life examples used to illustrate concepts in this book are italicized. A reference list is included in the back of the book including cited works and materials relevant to this topic.
After decades of helping children, parents, couples, and families in my clinical mental health work, I have found that many of the same collaborative, relationship-enhancing approaches work equally effectively to help people change during the course of dog training and consultation. I hope you will find this to be true as you consider the thoughts I’ve shared in the pages that follow. I welcome your input and reactions at any time!



CHAPTER 1
The Human Client

Dogs live with people. Dogs depend on people. Like it or not, for the overwhelming majority of dogs, this is the reality. Some of these people are kind and caring, some are more reserved and seemingly aloof, some are downright cruel. Some people train their dogs to live comfortably in the human world; others simply expect their dogs to figure it out on their own; still others give up their dogs for re-homing if things don’t work out as expected. As most of us know, there are gruesome stories about how people treat the dogs in their lives, either knowingly or unintentionally. For canine professionals who often see too many examples of “humans behaving badly” it can be easy to develop a jaundiced view of the human element.
Because dogs are dependent on people, and because of their co-evolution with humans dating back at least 30,000 years, dogs seem to have a different perspective on the people in their lives. While it seems certain that dogs dislike some of the ways people treat them, and are even more so perplexed by human ways, they not only tolerate us, but seek us out for companionship and connection. Even dogs who have experienced the vagaries of human temperament and behavior seem eager to overlook the indignities and get their relationships with us back on track.
Dogs don’t live in a vacuum. Their lives are populated with people, and those people are extremely important to them. When canine professionals seek to teach new behaviors to dogs or help them overcome problems such as aggression, separation anxiety, fearfulness, or impolite behaviors, their interventions are frequently designed to help dogs live more adaptively in the company of humans. Dogs would probably be perfectly content to continue eating or rolling in unsavory substances; it is because those things are unsavory to humans that we try to change canine behaviors. For a wide range of canine professionals, little can truly be accomplished without the cooperation of a dog’s human counterparts. While most of us realize that the humans are the ones who pay the bills, it goes far beyond that. Dogs’ well-being is intimately entwined with that of their humans, and only if you can reach the humans can you truly bring about long-lasting change in the best interests of the dogs.
This leads to an inescapable conclusion: if you are going to be helpful to dogs, you have to be helpful to the humans who live with them. You have to know how to capture the interest of human clients, how to help them feel motivated enough to follow your suggestions, how to adapt your methods so that they fit into a family’s lifestyle, how to explain concepts and change human behaviors that often involve unlearning lifelong habits, and how to create a comfortable and collaborative climate in which learning is most likely to take place. Whatever you want to accomplish for the dogs must be accomplished through the people.
One of my old college friends, Melanie, acquired three very cute toy poodles several years ago. She adored the dogs but they quickly showed her that they had no intention of training themselves. More and more behavior problems arose over several months: chewing chair and table legs, tearing the stuffing out of furniture pillows, urinating on the carpets, jumping up on people, and barking incessantly at strange noises in the hallway of her urban apartment building. Melanie was a very busy pediatrician and decided to pay for a board-and-train arrangement for two weeks. The trainer met with her when she picked up her dogs at the end of the two weeks, explaining the various cues and procedures to maintain the training. Melanie was pleased with the results and had good intentions of following through. She told me this story when I called to make arrangements to visit her when I had a speaking engagement in her city a few months later.

When she let me into her apartment, I was greeted by the smell of urine and three very cute dogs jumping furiously up at me, pawing at my legs. They barked wildly as they ran through tufts of pillow stuffing in the living room, and I noticed pee pads scattered throughout the apartment. My first thought was to ask her, “What happened?” but I thought it would probably be better for me to say hello first.

What had happened was that Melanie had not changed her lifestyle to accommodate the dogs. She loved them and reported that they gave her immeasurable pleasure, and she proudly told me that she had hired a dog walker to take them out twice each day. She was frustrated that things had deteriorated, but seemed resigned to the fact that she would have to live in a smelly, messy apartment as “the price I have to pay for all this love and cuteness.” I tried to share some training ideas with her while I was there, showing how she could build short training sessions into her busy schedule, but I lived too far away to help consistently. I also suggested some other local options for learning more about training herself.

Melanie’s situation includes several interesting features: she had unrealistic expectations of her dogs, she let a great deal of time pass before she sought help, she did not have sufficient dog training and management skills nor did she obtain those skills from the trainer she hired, she became overwhelmed with juggling her schedule and the dogs, and eventually gave up her hopes for a nice apartment. Some of you might be thinking that Melanie really shouldn’t have gotten a dog, let alone three dogs, given her demanding work schedule, and I admit that thought crossed my mind as well. Nevertheless, even with all these problems, what I saw was a woman who loved her dogs deeply, and three dogs who swarmed around her with delight.
Melanie’s situation may not be that different from many of the human clients that canine professionals assist. Similar dynamics are at play; only the specifics might vary. But for some families, the end result is not a willingness to give up their own dreams, but a willingness to give up the dog. People are complicated, and they present unique challenges to canine professionals. There are skills and methods used in clinical psychology, relationship psychology, family therapy, and even play therapy that can readily be applied to training a dog’s humans. Many canine professionals already know some of these skills. These, along with others shown to enhance effectiveness in working with human clients are covered in some detail in the pages that follow. First, however, I will outline some of the people-related problems in dog training and consultation from the points of view of both the dog trainer/consultant and the human client.
The trainer-client relationship
People problems can reside on either side of the trainer-client relationship. Trainers sometimes become frustrated with their human clients. Clients can get frustrated with trainers too. The truth is that both trainers and clients have their own ways of thinking and behaving that can interfere with the work that they try to do together. The rest of this chapter focuses on the types of problems that canine professionals encounter as well as those experienced by clients, with an eye toward identifying possible ways to improve this vital relationship.
The trainer’s point of view
Canine professionals are likely to encounter a wide range of client behaviors they find challenging. Informal surveys of dog trainers participating in online discussion groups, conversations with other trainers and behaviorists, and my own experiences have revealed many obstacles. Some of these challenging people-factors are included below.
It can be difficult to deal with clients who:
•  Have rigid views about how the dog should be trained or managed; are set in their ways.
•  Want to control everything about the dog’s life.
•  Treat the dog more like a human infant than a dog.
•  Cling stubbornly to the use of equipment and intrusive handling methods in lieu of training.
•  Have been influenced by media celebrities advocating outdated theories and unnecessarily coercive methods and who argue these points with the trainer.
•  Are disruptive in class, arrive late, talk loudly, interrupt others, monopolize discussions, or demand excessive attention.
•  Are shy and withdrawn.
•  Fail to follow through on assigned tasks or training protocols at home.
•  Have philosophical objections to the use of food treats or other suggested methods.
•  Resist feedback and suggestions.
•  Are in denial, seemingly, about dangerous dog behaviors.
•  Require their dog to do things that are not suitable for that particular dog.
•  Want the trainer to do all the work and seem unmotivated to do more themselves.
•  Have very unrealistic expectations of their dog.
•  Fail to supervise their children and dogs sufficiently.
•  Do not control their children during classes or sessions.
•  Acquire another dog in the hopes it will resolve the first dog’s problems.
•  Openly air family conflicts and argue with each other about training methods.
•  Think that a single class per week is sufficient for puppy training.
•  Are short-tempered or very sensitive to feedback.
•  Lack self-awareness and confuse their dog with lots of talking, inconsistent messages, arm waving, and the like.
•  Inadvertently or unknowingly reinforce bad behaviors.
•  Struggle to learn training concepts and methods, or are slower to learn than others in a class.
•  Fail to think of dog trainers as professionals; expect advice and services for free or very low fees.
While this list is not exhaustive, it illustrates the range of human behavior that can interfere with dog training and consultation work. Many of these frustrations suggest that the clients are not hearing or incorporating what the trainer is saying, perhaps more influenced by their own concerns, beliefs, and feelings than the needs of the dog. While it is probably true that most people who bring their dogs for behavioral services do care about their dogs, often deeply, at times it can be hard to shift their focus from their everyday experience to the new information and skills that are being offered. At other times, feelings of inadequacy and shame about the problems they are experiencing interfere with their openness to learn a better way.
The client’s point of view
As a trainer, it is important to recognize that your clients might find it hard to admit they need help at all. In many cultures, and especially American culture, there is a strong value placed on independence, on accomplishing things in a self-sufficient manner. To ask for help with your dog implies that you have not been able to do it yourself and carries a negative judgment within society at large as well as in the minds of people who ascribe strongly to these values. In a parallel example, the cultural stigma associated with individual or family therapy has prevented people from seeking help in a timely manner or for difficult problems that have emerged. The same line of thinking can cause people to postpone getting the assistance that they need with their dogs, especially when it comes to behavior and training. These do-it-yourself attitudes seem to be changing, and proactive educational programs, such as parenting classes for children and obedience classes for dogs have contributed to a lessening of the stigma associated with getting help from another person. Even so, when human clients request help, they are often doing so from a place of vulnerability. This can influence every interaction until that person feels safer and more trusting of the canine professional.
Almost always, people do the best they can under the circumstances, using the knowledge and skills they have at their disposal. When that knowledge and those skills are insufficient for solving their problems, they can feel bad about themselves. They may not say it, or they might even overcompensate with blustering and pontification, but underneath it all there can be a small internal accusatory voice telling them that they have failed. They engage a trainer to help, carrying this unspoken self-doubt with them. Trainers who understand this and show compassion for a client’s predicament are likely to develop good collaborative relationships with people. Those who fail to see this underlying vulnerability or who push their own agenda or plans without regard for the client’s feelings are much more likely to alienate their human clients, losing the chance to really help them change. When people believe that they have failed, they often worry about being judged when they seek help. If they do feel judged, their worst fears are confirmed, and they simply cannot absorb new information and skills very well under those conditions. Canine professionals need tools for human change that help people feel better about themselves. Importantly, this often leads to their feeling better about their dogs as well. When I suggested to Melanie that she re-engage her prior trainer or find another one, she looked horrified and commented, “Oh no! I can’t go back to my other trainer—she would be furious that I let things get out of hand! It’s too embarrassing to let anyone know I have dogs who act like little ruffians.”
People who engage a canine professional to help with their dogs sometimes confront behaviors in these professionals that they find difficult as well. An informal survey of approximately fifty friends and mental health colleagues who have canine companions, as well as my own extended family’s experiences, has generated a list of canine professional behaviors that have been problematic for clients. In some cases, these behaviors have resulted in clients dropping out or seeking help elsewhere. At other times, these behaviors have created an uncomfortable climate where clients felt embarrassed, inept, or shamed, all of which then interfered with their ability to learn. The list of problems encountered by clients during contact with canine professionals follows.
People have found it difficult to deal with canine professionals who:
•  Do not listen to them or hear their full message.
•  Brush them off because they are in a hurry.
•  Seem unconcerned about their dog or do not seem to like their dog.
•  Are harsh and provocative with their dog.
•  Treat them in a condescending manner, as if they are stupid.
•  Immediately correct or criticize them, and continue to do so.
•  Never say anything positive to them.
•  Rigidly hold on to the lesson they are teaching without considering the client’s difficulties in implementing it at home.
•  Use a lot of jargon clients do not understand, causing them to gradually tune out.
•  Spend more time on theory than on practical application.
•  Do not explain the reasons for what they are suggesting; simply dictating that this is what the client should do.
•  Do not seem to understand unique breed characteristics and misinterpret behaviors as a result.
•  Do not manage the disruptive people in class very well; waste time on one group member to the exclusion of everyone else.
•  Talk about positive reinforcement for dogs but are rather demanding or negative with the human clients.
•  Have no sense of humor, never smile, and are so serious that there is significant anxiety during training sessions.
•  Make disparaging remarks about other trainers or their methods.
•  Seem clueless about what the client really needs to know.
•  Are all about the dog and never about the people.
•  Are just plain rude.
•  Make them feel like a failure by their tone of voice and focus on all the things they have done wrong.
•  Never ask about the positive aspects of the dog or the client’s relationship with the dog.
•  Do not take into account that the client has other obligations, such as work, family, and other activities; seem to have unrealistic expectations about how much training can realistically be accomplished each day.
•  Suggest complicated protocols that seem nearly impossible to carry out.
•  Follow their own agenda without regard for the client.
•  Expect the client to know things without ever being exposed to them.
This list, too, is not intended to be exhaustive, but it shows many aspects of training and consultation that are challenging for clients and that can influence their attendance, cooperation, and motivation. (It can be valuable to ask clients to complete anonymous surveys about what they like and dislike about your services, and to ask those who come once or twice and don’t return why that is the case, perhaps through a mailed survey. This can help determine their perceptions and reasons, allowing you to make improvements.)
I remember a chance encounter with a dog trainer before I entered the exciting but overwhelming world of training that illustrates the client’s perspective on this process. Although I had taught my two oldest dogs, both Beagles, basic obedience such as Sit, Stay, and Heel (on leash), they did not have a good recall. Like Melanie, I had resigned myself to the fact that they were Beagles who became “deaf” when their noses were activated by various scents, and that I would never be able to get them to come when called under those circumstances. This meant that unless we took them for walks in the woods on long lines, their outdoor life was confined to a large run we had installed. I had never even considered contacting a trainer because I had believed the folklore that “you can’t really train Beagles to come back.” I was also aware of generally well-trained Beagles in my extended family who hunted and who often disappeared for a few days at a time. It never occurred to me that anything could be done.

One day I was walking Corky and Jagen on leash on a groomed trail at a park in a nearby town. I stopped to talk with a woman who had one of those “perfectly trained” dogs who had eyes only for her and who pranced along in a precise off-leash heel. Somehow while talking about recalls, I told her the story about several years earlier when these same two dogs were off leash in the woods, and how they had led me on a (not) merry three-mile chase trying to keep up with the excited yipping of two dogs on a deer trail. She said something akin to, “Well, you SHOULD have trained them in that! You CAN, y’know. Why would you think that it’s okay to take Beagles off lead in the woods when you hadn’t trained them to come back? What were you expecting?” I then commented that yes, I probably should have known better and joked that I preferred to learn things “the hard way.” Un-amused, she continued to tell me how I needed to get some training so that my dogs could “have a life.” At the end, she softened a bit and handed me her business card in case I wanted to follow through.

What might be most instructive is what was going on in my head during and after this exchange. I knew that my dogs were somewhat confined by the lack of a reliable recall, but I had worked hard to take them on lots of walks in the woods (on long lines) where they could sniff and experience new things. I had taken them to a friend’s enclosed pasture where they could run around freely on the trail of various and sundry little critters. We had installed a triple-sized run where they could chase each other around and dig to their hearts’ content. Their lives didn’t seem that bad to me. At the same time, I knew that I hadn’t worked very hard on the recall; I had just given up because I didn’t know how and had convinced myself that it wasn’t possible with Beagles. Because I was just (emphasize just) getting started in positive dog training, I was beginning to realize that there were other methods, and I had already felt some regret that I had not known that before in terms of teaching the Beagles. I had already thought to myself that I could have done better by them. I had not reached the point where I knew how to do it, but I was thinking about it, and feeling a little sheepish. When I learned this woman was a trainer and had such a great off-leash relationship with her dog, I was interested in what she had to say. The first part of the conversation led me to think that it might be nice to learn from her.

Then she blew it. In retrospect, I know her heart was in the right place. She cared about dogs and wanted them to be trained well enough that they could live freer lives. She had worked with dogs a long time and had some well-formed ideas of what could be done and what should be done. She had talent, knowledge, skills, and compassion for dogs. Where she went wrong was in her approach to me. She began telling me all the things I “should have done” and “should do.” My first internal reaction was one of embarrassment. I remember having the following thoughts: “I really should have done that. Why was I so stupid to think that Beagles couldn’t learn? Maybe she is right and I didn’t do right by my dogs.” My second internal reaction was one of anger: “She doesn’t know how hard I tried. Who is she to tell me what I should and shouldn’t be doing? That’s downright rude. This is her work; she might have time for it. I have my own work and very busy life—I don’t have that amount of time. Besides, these dogs have a pretty darned good life. I love them and do things with them…”

Yes, these are defensive thoughts. Her comments tapped immediately into some of my own self-doubt. They did not give me hope—they made me feel worse. They increased my sense that I was inadequate. My next thoughts were in defense of myself. I didn’t like feeling that I had been a bad dog-mother, even though I had mostly installed that view by myself and then allowed her comments to exacerbate it. I began thinking of all the reasons I was not a bad dog-mother. Most importantly, the entire time that I was going through this internal dialogue, I was not hearing a single thing that she said. My mind was full with defending myself, and whatever good things she was saying, I simply didn’t hear. I remember that she kept talking, but I have no idea what she was saying. I had closed by own ears just like my Beagles, although for different reasons.

If she had approached me differently, I would have been very open to her ideas. I was interested in training, and her own happy and attentive dog showed that she knew a lot about it. I had even thought about engaging her services. That went down the tubes quickly once she began telling me what I should have done, which triggered the inner cascading of thoughts. We finished our conversation and went our separate ways. She never knew she had lost a likely client.

I’ve shared this real-life story here to convey the complexities of human relationships from the client’s point of view. At the time, I had been doing the best I could with my dogs. Similarly, she was doing the best she could with her communication with me. I was embarrassed and angry at the time, but she did not intend to cause those reactions in me. In reality, she was simply trying to help, and she was doing so with the human interaction skills she had at her disposal at that moment. My own feelings at the time prevented my seeing that. Even though there really are no “bad guys” here, the interaction and the potential working relationship didn’t work out. There are ways it could have gone better, and I think if she had known the ideas and skills that I am sharing in this book, she might have served not only as my dog trainer but also as a mentor.
Collaborative models
The study of human psychology shows that people tend to respond and learn best when they are in a safe, accepting environment—one that is characterized by friendliness and patience and consideration of their feelings, goals, and life circumstances. By contrast, expert models of teaching often seem rather one-sided: the expert teaches the student, and little attention is paid to the student’s comfort or point of view. Often, the very difficult job of applying new learning to the home environment is left completely up to the student, and the result can be lack of follow-through or success.
Collaborative models consider students to be active participants in the learning process, and together the teacher and student share thoughts and ideas to ensure successful implementation of skills and strategies in daily life. The teacher is considered an expert in the knowledge and skills being taught, and the student are considered the expert on their own families and lifestyles. It is the wedding of these two areas of expertise that yield the happiest outcomes. Collaborative models emphasize partnership, not unlike the partnerships that we hope our clients will form with their dogs. This book is based entirely on a collaborative model of teaching and learning, most particularly because it works so well.
Summary
With so many things that can go awry on both sides of the trainer-client relationship, it behooves trainers to develop and refine their skills for interacting with their human clients. Because of the complexities involved, people never truly master the communication, problem-solving, and teaching skills needed to perfect their interactions with other people; nevertheless, awareness and skills practice can help trainers overcome their past missteps and place them on firmer ground with the people who need their help. Often, changes in trainer thought processes and attitudes coupled with the development of certain interpersonal skills can improve person-to-person interactions immeasurably.



CHAPTER 2
Some Thoughts on Human Resistance

Most canine professionals encounter some resistance or noncompliance from their human clients at times. Resistance typically refers to some attitude, belief, or behavior, often on the part of the client, that interferes with the learning process. Noncompliance typically refers to a lack of follow-through on the recommendations made by the trainer or consultant. It is quite normal to feel frustrated with resistance when it occurs, but that frustration sometimes is the result of a poor understanding of what is happening when a client is “resistant.”
It is quite common to view resistance as a characteristic of the client—the person has some flaw that interferes with progress. This view has some drawbacks, however. First, it is too simplistic and misleading. Second, it blames clients without providing a way forward. Third, it puts all the responsibility for change on the shoulders of the clients, so the only way to make progress is if they change. In a sense, adopting this view is the equivalent of mentally yielding any control over the problem to the clients. Once you do this, you are setting yourself up to feel helpless: “I have to wait until that person changes before I can fully help this dog. The person isn’t changing, and this dog is suffering! That’s one bad client. I’d like to give her a piece of my mind!” Focusing the blame on someone else tends to make people feel helpless and inadequate themselves—there’s seemingly nothing they can do. This is not a good place, emotionally speaking, to face work every day!
Clients sometimes use this same thought process when considering resistance from their dogs. For example, a client asks her dog, who clearly knows how to sit on cue, to “Sit.” The dog looks at her and continues to stand. The client thinks, “That darned dog—he is defying me!” This might be followed by further loud exhortations for the dog to “Sit, Sit, Sit!!!!” An assumption has been made that the dog is deliberately resisting the person’s wishes. The dog fails to sit, and the client becomes more frustrated and feels helpless to do anything because the dog is “noncompliant” (in the client’s mind). The assumption gets in the way of problem-solving. If clients recognized and avoided thoughts that the resistance was purely the dog’s fault, they might investigate further to determine if something else is contributing to the lack of Sit. Perhaps the dog has some thistle burrs stuck to the hair near his back end, or perhaps the dog has begun to have hearing loss, or perhaps the person gives the cue inconsistently. If you view resistance as being an unchangeable characteristic of the individual person or dog you are working with, exploration of other possible causes is prematurely curtailed.
The way that you think about things influences how you feel, and how you feel interacts with how you behave. In the sections that follow, I will explore resistance in greater depth while suggesting a different outlook that is less likely to make trainers feel helpless and more likely to help them behave in ways that will overcome that resistance. Much of the material that follows is an adaptation of written and DVD materials I produced years ago for child therapists working with parents (VanFleet, 2000; 2007). I have found that it applies equally well when working with clients in dog training and consulting.
Forms of resistance
Sometimes resistance manifests itself in very obvious ways such as when a client skips classes or cancels appointments regularly. Clients might become openly defensive, hostile, or passive-aggressive, especially if they expect quick-fixes and then become disappointed or angry when they do not occur. More often, resistance is more subtle. Some clients appear quite helpless and passive (passively noncompliant), expecting the trainer to provide inordinate amounts of time and attention to them without putting forth much effort themselves. It is also common for clients to attend sessions but fail to do any follow-up training or work with their dogs at home. Sometimes clients seem to be in denial, refusing to see serious problems in their dogs that could erupt in dangerous ways. Once you have identified a particular client behavior as resistant, it is vital to understand the underlying reasons or causes. Clients might resist the suggestions of dog trainers for several reasons including:
First, they might be skeptical of the value of dog training itself or of a specific dog training method (“pushing cookies,” for example). This can have its roots in cultural practices where independence and the “old ways” of doing things are valued. For example, one client told his trainer, “I’m just here because of her [referring to his wife]. Where I come from, you just walk the dog around the boundaries of your property and give a good yank if he goes on the other side. He’ll learn soon enough to stay in his yard. It’s how my father did it, and how I’ve always done it. Don’t see what’s wrong with that.” In a case like this, participating in obedience classes or consulting a behaviorist implies that the person was not capable of doing it himself, and there sometimes can be shame attached to that. Giving treats to obtain a behavior from a dog has cultural undertones—it’s mollycoddling or bribing a dog who should automatically respect you. Even taking a dog to a veterinarian for check-ups or vaccinations might be considered an oddity for some people whose families have “always” kept their dogs outdoors and strictly for specific purposes, not viewing them as companions or pets. These can be long-held beliefs representing family traditions, and they do not change overnight. In essence, the clients simply do not view dogs the same way that trainers do, or they fail to see the value of training.
Second, some clients might feel uncomfortable with trainers or behaviorists who have more education than they do, or who seem to know so much more about dogs than they do. Although clients are not likely to say this, they still might feel it. Clients with limited educational experiences might be suspicious of those with college degrees. Clients who live in disadvantaged conditions might think that trainers cannot relate to the economic pressures they feel. If clients perceive differences in educational or economic status, they might resist trainer suggestions that don’t seem to “fit” with their living circumstances.
Third, resistance can occur when clients perceive that their problems are much worse than the suggested methods are designed to correct. One trainer, after explaining how she would proceed with an aggression case, heard her client say, “I don’t think you get it. This dog isn’t aggressive. He’s vicious!”
Fourth, some people resist authority of any kind, often linked with past bad experiences with authority figures. If the trainer comes across too strongly as an expert, telling the individual that she must do something, it can result in an immediate push-back by the client. This often has an oppositional quality to it—if you order me to do something, I will do the opposite.
Fifth, resistance often has roots in faulty information. Some clients enter the training or consulting relationship armed with ideas about dogs gleaned from television programs, online articles, or lessons learned at the knee of Uncle Jack who always had hunting dogs and knew how to work them. The prevalence of devotees to outdated dominance and leader-of-the-pack theories is attributable to misinformation. Although scientific research has clearly debunked this approach (e.g., Bradshaw, 2011; Donaldson, 2005; Eaton, 2010; Horowitz, 2010; McConnell, 2006), the appeal of television celebrity and programming has provided new impetus for compulsion-oriented methods of showing dogs who the boss really is. When trainers suggest methods that seem to fly in the face of what the celebrity or Uncle Jack has said, they can be treading on delicate ground with the potential of creating cognitive dissonance, a concept that will be covered later in the book. Resistance in these cases sometimes takes the form of strengthening the individual’s belief in the misinformation in an effort to protect prior beliefs.
Sixth, clients sometimes have deep personal needs that result in resistance to training. One woman adopted a cute Bichon Frise mix from her local shelter. Although she did not know the precise history, she believed her dog had been abused because of his fearful reactions to new people. Intending to protect her dog from further harm, she carried him everywhere, accommodated his every desire, and immediately rushed to his aid at the slightest sign of distress. In essence, she was smothering the dog with her love and devotion. When her trainer first suggested that the dog could learn some new skills to help build his confidence, the woman resisted, “But he’s so afraid. I don’t think he can learn these things. I don’t want to put any pressure on him.” What the trainer was suggesting was well within the dog’s safety zone, and the client’s protests were out of proportion to the suggestions. Eventually, the woman revealed that her husband had died just before she acquired the dog and that her only son had moved across the country. She had been immensely lonely and had poured her love and attention into the dog, needing to believe that the dog needed her just as much as she needed the dog.
Seventh, clients might resist when they realize the commitment of time and money needed to train or correct problem behaviors in their dogs. Their expectations may not line up with the reality of what it will take to change their situation. Upon learning that the problem is more challenging than they realized, they might recoil. Others may resist any approach that requires their own participation, as most canine interventions do. For some, they have exhausted their own resources in trying numerous things to handle the situation themselves, and they simply do not have the energy to do anything further. They might have expected that the trainer could simply “fix” the dog without further demands on them. This expectation can be enhanced by the “quick fix” culture that exists in many places today.
Eighth, clients may not be “ready” to make changes. The concept of “readiness” refers to the process people go through before they take action. You might know that you need to get a new car. You put off the decision for several reasons—there is a lot to think about in terms of make and model, you need to save enough money, you need more time to go visit several dealers and take test drives, you need to look through the papers for used cars, you want to go online and read the consumer ratings of various cars—you don’t do anything because you’re not ready. Then something shifts in your life and you are motivated to take all the steps needed to acquire the new car. That shift might be from something vague and undefined—you wake up one morning motivated to purchase a car, or it might be something outside your control that alters your motivation—your current car breaks down and will cost a fortune to repair. This same process occurs for clients as they think about attending classes or contacting a behaviorist to help with a problem. Readiness is also a very individual thing. You or I might immediately seek help if one of our dogs bit someone. Other people might think the first bite was an anomaly and don’t feel ready to seek help until two or three bites convince them that there is a pattern forming. You might scratch your head about such things, but readiness (motivation that compels action) is a uniquely personal process dependent on many factors, not all of which are fully understood.
Ninth, individual, marital, or family conflict often spills over onto the family dog and into training sessions. Family members disagree or even sabotage each other’s efforts. Couples have opposing views of how to work with the dog. Such conflicts can be blatant or subtle. Even when you recognize this is happening, it can leave you with the dilemma of how to wade through unproductive family dynamics.
As you can see, resistance to training often is not a straightforward matter. It is quite normal for canine professionals to feel frustration with such client attitudes and behaviors, and that frustration can lead to reactions by canine professionals that decrease the chances of success even further. If you find yourself nodding along with these comments, you are not alone—professionals from other fields who work closely with people, such as medicine or psychotherapy, share these same frustrations. The good news is that there are ways to overcome resistance much of the time, and there are both attitudinal and behavioral/skill aspects to solving the dilemma of resistance. In order to succeed at this, however, you will need an understanding of how resistance develops during trainer/client interactions, as well as the attitudinal components of resistance.
How resistance develops
Despite the widespread tendency to think so, resistance is not simply a “flaw” of the individual client. It represents a complex interaction of (a) client characteristics, behaviors, and attitudes, (b) trainer characteristics, behaviors, and attitudes, (c) the relationship between trainer and client, and (d) the context in which the problem is occurring (canine characteristics and interactions, family lifestyle, neighborhood, work schedules, and the like). While resistance can occur any time during the training or consulting process, it is most likely to occur in the early stages when the trainer and client have not had time to develop a common understanding or a trusting relationship. Specific skills for developing mutual understanding are covered later in this volume, but the attitudes that trainers bring to any client resistance situations make a big difference in how well trainers can implement those interpersonal skills.
When you encounter resistance, it can be beneficial to understand that this behavior often originates from two perfectly understandable human experiences: the need for control and the need for predictability.
The need for control. Psychological research and common sense suggest that it is important for people to feel in control of their lives. As noted in VanFleet and Faa-Thompson’s (2011) article series, “Control, Compassion, and Choices,” when people feel a lack of control, they sometimes try to control the wrong things—their partners, their children, or their dogs, for example. They can become overly controlling, yet these efforts usually are in vain because one person cannot truly control another person, and the same is true of dogs and other animals. The need for a sense of control is universal, as the research on learned helplessness has demonstrated (Seligman, 1992). When it is misdirected outwardly instead of focusing on oneself, the usual result is increased anxiety, a heightened need for control, and a spiraling effect of trying to exert even more control over others. When clients become very controlling of their dogs, it often stems from this cycle of anxiety, helplessness, and attempts at more control. For them, the thought of having no control is very threatening and anxiety-provoking, causing them to feel vulnerable. They may not be aware of this dynamic within themselves, nor are they likely to “admit” it, but it is usually operating and influencing their feelings and behavior. Some of the most controlling clients I have worked with through the years have also been the ones who felt most out of control in their lives despite their numerous and sometimes harsh or abusive attempts to control others. It is probably because of this central underlying dynamic that in extreme cases of abuse there are such strong links between the occurrence of animal abuse, child abuse, and/or domestic violence within the same individual (Ascione and Arkow, 1999).
The need for predictability. When people cannot control situations in their lives, they at least want to be able to predict what happens. Natural disasters are particularly traumatizing because they usually are unpredictable and uncontrollable. Without warning, people are instantly stripped of their homes or their loved ones, and there is nothing they can do to stop the hurricane or wildfire or tsunami from continuing its deadly assault. The resultant sense of helplessness is a hallmark of debilitating post-trauma reactions. In less extreme circumstances in daily life, loss of control and predictability leads to stress reactions, such as when computers quit working, children have temper tantrums, or dogs suddenly exhibit a range of behavior problems. The oft-heard question, “How long do you think this will take?” probably arises from a client’s need for predictability.
Implications for dog training and consulting
New trainers and consultants might think that their job is to help dogs change their behaviors. That is, after all, what they have learned to do with their own training in classical conditioning, operant conditioning, and applied behavioral analysis. They have learned techniques to alter a dog’s responses. As they become more seasoned in their dog training work, they are likely to be faced with a new reality—their jobs actually entail an even stronger need to help human clients change their behaviors in order to help dogs learn what is needed. Ultimately, dog training and behavior consulting work is about influencing people and helping them change, which can be a rather daunting task, especially when encountering signs of resistance.
People do not always embrace change, even when they have come to you asking for your assistance. Change is difficult. Consider the last time you tried to change a habit, such as eating less, flossing your teeth more, stopping smoking, or exercising more. Dogs know that people are creatures of habit—that when they pick up the keys and put on their coats it means they are leaving, that when they go to the kitchen at a certain time of day they are going to prepare food. Most people have routines about work, mealtimes, and bedtimes. These help life feel manageable and predictable. To make changes disrupts the homeostasis that has been achieved.
Now consider how this fits with taking an unruly dog to a trainer. Clients might already feel out of control because they have not been able to correct their dog’s problems. Even though they dislike the problems, at least the problems are predictable. Whenever Cara takes Rollie for a walk, she knows if they see other dogs, Rollie will go berserk lunging and pulling her along behind him. Every time Jim places food bowls for Bella and Billie just a little too close, they get into snarling fights. Maureen can count on the fact that little Poopsie lives up to her name by leaving “deposits” on the living room floor to be cleaned up when Maureen comes home from work each day. Even though control may have been lost, the problems offer a certain amount of predictability. These people know what to expect under certain circumstances, even if it’s unpleasant. They may not have any control over the dog’s behavior but, if the problem is predictable, they can get themselves prepared for it or find ways to avoid those particular situations. The predictability offers some small sense of control, which is better than feeling totally out of control, not knowing from one minute to the next what is going to happen. If both control and predictability are gone, people tend to react with strong anxiety and fear, and they often adopt behaviors that help them feel more in control, even if that control is an illusion. So how does this relate to a client’s resistance to dog training?
Often, when people ask for a trainer’s help, they don’t know what to expect. They wonder if the trainer will tell them they are horrible doggie parents. They wonder if there’s any help for their problem. They wonder if they will be able to do the things the trainer suggests. Enlisting the help of a trainer is a step into the unknown. When the trainer suggests foreign or unexpected things for the clients to try, it can seem as though they have lost all control and predictability, especially because they have no frame of reference for evaluating these new tools. They have to put their faith in a trainer they don’t really know in the hopes that the methods will make their problems better, not worse. All of this uncertainty, coupled with the loss of control (of the dog’s behavior), and the potential loss of predictability (if they begin to “tamper” with the situation by trying something new) sometimes leads clients to resist the efforts of their trainer. In essence, the predictable nature of the problem (a known entity) may be preferable to the potentially positive but unpredictable offerings of training/consultation (an unknown entity). People can sometimes resist the changes offered by training in order to restore their home life to its former, more predictable state, even if it’s an unpleasant one. This probably seems pretty odd as you read it, but it’s a well-documented phenomenon. An example follows.
Dick knows that his aptly named dog, Bonkers, becomes very reactive whenever they meet another dog while walking at a local park. Bonkers begins pulling wildly on the leash, lunging and barking at the other dog. If given the chance, Bonkers charges right up to the other dog, and Dick is unsure if Bonkers will get into a fight or not. This is a scary situation for Dick. He has avoided taking walks for this reason. He has no control of Bonkers, but Dick can predict the circumstances under which Bonkers goes bonkers, so he avoids them. Dick’s canine behaviorist has explained what leash reactivity is, and all about how counter-conditioning works. Dick understands it—it makes sense to him. His homework assignment is to go home and take walks at long distances from other dogs. Dick attends his next session and admits he did not take any walks to work on the problem.

Why does this happen, especially since Dick seems to understand the problem and the proposed training solution? One reason might be that Dick does not want to risk losing the predictability that he has. He knows what will happen and he avoids those situations. If he goes back into the situation, and even if he does everything precisely as his behaviorist has suggested, he simply doesn’t know what Bonkers will do. He has never tried it before, and although he would like to believe the behaviorist, the fear of the unknown overrides his desire to work on the problem. If he follows the training plan, he is entering completely uncharted territory, and he is not sure he is ready to do that because the risk feels too great.

Resistance as a natural part of the process
Considering the dynamics outlined in the preceding sections, resistance can be seen as a natural outgrowth of the change process. Trainers who expect resistance to occur as a natural part of the change process can handle it more effectively. This represents a novel way of thinking about it.
Canine professionals often become frustrated with resistance, sometimes assuming that their clients are deliberately trying to sabotage their efforts. While this can be the case in some rare instances, it is not typically so. When trainers think of resistance as something that needs to be eradicated, they may unintentionally be setting up antagonistic relationships with their human clients that are inconsistent with the changes they are trying to facilitate. If Trevor the Trainer thinks to himself, “What is the matter with this client? Why can’t she just do as I ask? Why did she even come to see me if she planned to argue with every suggestion that I make? If she knows so much, why is she even here?” his disapproval is likely to show, at least in subtle ways, in his tone of voice and demeanor. Hidden in these thoughts are some assumptions that the client should simply accept everything he says without question and that her resistance is a bad thing that should be eliminated.
Instead, trainers need to shift their thinking. They need to understand and remind themselves that resistance is a natural part of the change process and is more likely to be an expression of the client’s underlying needs. This more realistic view of resistive behavior will help trainers and consultants select useful interventions.
Clients who seem reluctant to embrace the trainer’s suggestions may be expressing one or more of the following:
•  A need for a greater sense of control or predictability.
•  Fears about losing control, independence, or status.
•  Concerns that the trainer does not really understand them or their situation.
•  Anxiety about adopting new roles or behaviors not yet defined for them.
•  Doubts about their ability to carry out the needed changes; fears of failing.
•  Worries that the methods will worsen rather than improve their situation.
You need not worry that I will next suggest that you start conducting therapy with these people. They don’t need it; these are normal people with normal reactions to the process of change (the small number of more distressed clients notwithstanding). Actually, what they need is relatively simple to provide. It is important for you to listen without judgment, to open the doors for straightforward communication, to show patience, and to create a climate of understanding. These elements help establish collaborative working relationships with even challenging clients (VanFleet, 2000, pp. 38-39). The specific skills for accomplishing this are detailed later in this book. At this point, it is important just to realize that these are all very normal aspects of the human change process.
All-or-nothing thinking
Another common assumption about resistance needs to be explored. There is a tendency to think that people are either “cooperative” or “resistant.” Most people are not wholly compliant or noncompliant—there are areas where they comply and other areas where they do not. Resistance is not an all-or-nothing phenomenon. Using an example from medicine, it is common for children with diabetes to comply with their insulin injections once they are past their initial adjustment period. They often are less likely to comply with the dietary restrictions on sugar or the recommended quantities of food.
Your clients are no different. They might follow recommendations for using puzzles with bored dogs but fail to take the dog for daily walks or exercise. Like Dick, they might keep their dog-aggressive dog away from public places (management) but fail to follow through on the counter-conditioning protocol the trainer puts in place. Although it is often easier to notice the areas of noncompliance, thinking of clients with the one-dimensional label of “resistant” limits what you learn about them and fails to give credit for behaviors that are more compliant.
To counteract this tendency, canine professionals need to look actively for their clients’ strengths and areas of cooperation. Seeking a more accurate picture of their clients’ areas of compliance and resistance leads to less frustration with clients and more ideas for intervention. When a trainer can reinforce the cooperative behaviors, it becomes easier to discuss the areas where there is resistance. This will be discussed in greater detail in the section on giving feedback to human clients. In general, a recognition that people are cooperating in some areas helps trainers say and do things that increase the areas of compliance.
Overcoming resistance with relevance and goal setting
In addition to the attitudinal shifts just described, many of the communication and interpersonal skills covered in later chapters are valuable for overcoming resistance. For now, I will share two strategies that can help with client “buy-in” to what you are offering, which in turn is a key component of overcoming resistance. The two strategies involve helping people see the relevance of your suggestions for their problems and restating their descriptions of bad behaviors as goals for your work together.
What’s the relevance?
When people come for help with their dogs, they usually have expectations of the trainer and the process. Certainly they want to see the problems go away, but they also might have ideas about how to accomplish this, how long it should take, and so on. Trainers and behaviorists often present approaches that run counter to these expectations. There is an unspoken question that needs to be answered for the client: “What’s in it for me?” It is often relatively easy to articulate what’s in it for the dog, but your suggestions should also make clear how a particular approach will meet the needs the clients have expressed. To do this, you simply state directly how your suggestion will meet the human need, i.e., make it relevant to them. Explicitly draw the connection. Take, for example, a trainer working with a client who had trouble leaving her dog alone because the dog whimpered so much when she picked up the keys to leave. After listening carefully to the client’s feelings of regret about leaving the dog alone, the trainer said, “You’ve told me that you want to leave the house without feeling guilty. I’m going to suggest things for you to do so your dog can relax when you leave. It seems that if the dog can relax, you will also be able to.” An honest, straightforward description of how the proposed plan can help meet both the dog’s needs and the client’s needs can go a long way toward engaging the client for the duration.
What are the goals?
An effective restatement of client frustrations into training goals also helps avoid or overcome resistance. People who come to canine professionals with problems usually frame them in negative terms. The dog won’t eat. The dog jumps up. The dog growls at the other dogs. The dog won’t come. The dog is dominant. Most dog trainers know that telling a dog what to do rather than what not to do yields much better results. After listening to the person’s complaints and frustrations, the trainer can begin to rephrase the problems into goals, simply by shifting what is undesirable into what is desired. When Bob complains that Buster always jumps up, the therapist reframes it into a goal, “You want Buster to stay on the floor when greeting people.” When Terry first told the behaviorist that her dog was “dominant” and she was there to learn how to be “the leader of the pack,” the behaviorist asked her to explain what she meant by that. After listening to complaints of the dog ignoring cues, jumping on her lap unannounced, rushing into the kitchen for meals, and so on, the behaviorist redefined the goal as follows, “You want your dog to listen to you, and when you ask your dog to come or sit down or wait, you want your dog to do those things.” Terry readily agreed that was precisely what she wanted. The behaviorist realized that a lengthy explanation of the inaccuracy of dominance and pack leader theories could easily alienate Terry, who seemed quite confident that was her dog’s problem. Instead, by listening carefully to the actual needs behind the labels, and then reframing them into positive statements of goals, the behaviorist shifted the conversation to what really mattered to Terry—a well-behaved and responsive dog. This restatement of Terry’s concerns into goal areas effectively bypassed any resistance that might have emerged with a more challenging approach to Terry’s assumptions so early in the process.
While it might seem like a simple matter of semantics, it is actually very useful to define training or consultation goals in a more positive direction. It points the way toward progress and helps clients begin to lessen their focus on all the bad behaviors. A positive statement of the goals helps clients begin to look for more positive behaviors, i.e., “catching the dog being good” instead of bad.
Another aspect of goal-setting strategy is to highlight client goals with which you agree. This enhances the trainer-client relationship by emphasizing common directions and goals. While the behaviorist working with Terry had a very different and quite negative view of dominance theory, by focusing on more specific goals stated in a positive direction, she could sidestep that issue entirely (at least for the moment) and add that she shared those goals: “You want your dog to listen to you, and I want that too! It’s much better for your relationship with your dog if there is mutual respect there. I think we agree that we want to help your dog become much better behaved in these situations you’ve described.”
Finally, there are occasionally times when the trainer disagrees with the client’s goals. For example, Millie proudly told her in-home trainer during the initial evaluation that her rescued Sheltie was going to be part of a children’s reading program at the local library. Millie was eager to begin training so Windy could get started. The trainer could see that Windy was extremely timid, refusing to come out from under the table and ignoring treats that were tossed to her. Millie was so excited by the idea of helping children with her beloved Windy that she failed to see what a bad experience that could be for Windy, not to mention the children. In a case like this, a trainer can listen empathically to the client’s hopes, share some information about his or her own impressions, and then focus on the goal: “Millie, I can see how excited you are about Windy being part of this program. For now, I’m a little concerned, though, because Windy seems pretty frightened, and if we went too quickly into a program like that, she could be overwhelmed. I know you care a lot about Windy, and I can see what a sweet dog she is. Because she seems rather shy right now, I think it might be best to hold off on her involvement in the reading program until we can see how she responds to some work to build her confidence. Can we agree to focus now on helping Windy become less fearful and more confident in new situations, and revisit the idea of Windy joining the reading program after we see how she comes along?” This approach is honest, gently plants the idea that Windy may not be cut out for that type of work, and refocuses attention on the most immediate needs.
When clients believe that trainers understand and share their goals for their dogs’ behavior, they are much less likely to be resistant. It is critical, though, for trainers to be genuine during this process—it’s not something that can be “faked.” In nearly all cases, this is not a problem because trainers ultimately do want the same type of behavioral outcomes for the dogs as the clients do.



CHAPTER 3
A Look at Cognitive Distortions in Trainers and Clients

While many canine professionals are very familiar with behaviorism, there are other approaches within the field of psychology that can be quite helpful when working with people. At times, I have seen articles written about different “personality types” of human clients and how to approach them based on their category. This approach is interesting, but I do not find it particularly useful for two reasons. First, it groups people together in categories that essentially label them as being one type or another when, in fact, people rarely fit neatly into such categories. Have you ever taken a test about yourself where you had to answer if you “agree” or “disagree” and find yourself thinking, “It depends…”? People behave and think differently in different contexts because they, too, are influenced by environment. While they might have tendencies, such as introversion or extraversion, these are just that—tendencies. Just as with a dog’s behavior, people’s behavior can vary rather significantly based on the situation or context. Behavior while watching the Super Bowl or the World Cup usually looks very different from behavior at a funeral (well, sometimes anyway…). Furthermore, categorization does not provide information about how any individual person is going to react under certain dog training conditions, and so reliance on such schemes should be minimal. Second, such categorizations of people into five or six “types” are greatly oversimplified. People are more complex than these groupings imply. To work effectively with people you need to take their complexity into account and use interpersonal skills that are flexible enough to accommodate the whole person. When it comes to people, the “cookbook” approach is woefully inadequate. A parallel with dogs brings this point home. You can categorize a dog as a hound or a terrier, but the breed type does not give you much information about how any particular hound or terrier might behave. There is much individual variation within any group, and behavior differs to a certain degree in different contexts as well.
Instead of defining categories of personalities and prescribing certain approaches, this book looks at different aspects of human psychology, including human emotions, behaviors, and cognitions, and offers practical ways to think about these aspects of human clients, as well as specific skills that are more likely to yield satisfactory outcomes with a wide range of personalities. The pages that follow explore the role of cognitive distortions that occur in both trainers and their clients, as well as how an awareness of them can help keep your interactions on track to better benefit the dogs.
People and their cognitive distortions
People have thoughts running through their minds all the time. We think about our work, each other, the past, and the future. Many of those thoughts make sense and are logical and rational, but not all. Some of the key figures in cognitive therapy (Aaron Beck, Albert Ellis, David Burns, Art Freeman) have suggested that sometimes each one of us has thoughts (cognitions) that are irrational, exaggerated, illogical, or distorted in some way, and those thoughts can influence our feelings and behaviors. These types of thoughts are referred to as cognitive distortions. Distorted cognitions have the potential to magnify emotional reactions, and when people have strong emotions it can influence the quality of their decisions. Thoughts influence feelings, and feelings influence behavior. In cognitive therapy, the therapist helps clients identify areas where they have distorted thinking and helps them replace those thoughts with more rational and realistic ones. The fact to keep in mind is that all of us have distorted thinking from time to time. Furthermore, each person has a unique set of prior life experiences that help shape ways of thinking and the distortions used. But what could this possibly have to do with dog training?
The ways that you think about yourself, your canine clients, their human counterparts, and the entire process of dog training can have a bearing on how you feel about your work life (and your personal life, too, but we will save that topic for another day!). Since I received lots of positive reinforcement from dog trainers about an article (VanFleet, 2012b) I wrote about one of these distortions—labeling—my behavior has increased and I am including here several other cognitive distortions that can affect your work!
A number of common cognitive distortions are described below. As you read this, you might recognize yourself in one or more of the descriptions. This is normal; all people have distorted thoughts. In most cases, these occur so quickly in your thinking that you are not aware of them. Some cognitive therapists refer to them as “automatic thoughts” because they occur so rapidly and below your everyday awareness. Because they influence your feelings, however, the first step is to understand what they are and recognize when they might be operating to make you feel anxious or depressed or angry. The key is not to rid yourself of them entirely—that is probably not possible—but to become more aware of them at times when you are feeling strong emotional reactions during your work with clients. With more familiarity, it is possible to see how they might be operating for some of your human clients as well, and how they sometimes form the blocks that get in the way of progress. Ultimately, if you are aware of distortions that have a negative impact on your own emotions and your interactions with clients, you can deliberately shift your thinking to more reasonable, rational ways of viewing things, thereby reducing your tendency to overreact. Similarly, if you understand when others are thinking in these distorted patterns and reacting strongly, you might be able to summon a bit more compassion, take things they say less personally, and help them move beyond the emotional reaction to focus on the task at hand.
Some common cognitive distortions
Some of the most common cognitive distortions are described below, with examples of how they might operate during training or consulting.
All-or-nothing thinking. This was discussed earlier in Chapter 2. It refers to a tendency to see things as black and white. People are compliant or resistant. A training session is a success or a failure. People either love you or hate you. There’s no in-between, no gray area. The trouble is that much of life consists of gray areas. As you saw earlier, people can be compliant in some areas and noncompliant in others. Your training session might have had some really good moments and then that one bad moment. You might love someone but become very angry at them sometimes, which can make it difficult to feel loving in that moment.
Over-generalization. This occurs when people take limited information and make broad generalizations from it. The use of the words “always” and “never” often suggest an over-generalization is at work. You might think, “That woman is always jerking on the lead!” While it may be true that she jerked the lead four times in the last ten minutes, over-generalizing can lead to inaccurate conclusions about the severity of the problem. People make generalizations about their dogs: “Buster is marking his territory all over the house.” When you ask how many times and where this has occurred, you might learn that it has happened three times in the last two weeks and in two different rooms; if this is the case, “all over the house” is an over-generalization.
Mental filter. This refers to the tendency to see most things as being exclusively negative or positive. Optimists and pessimists might be using mental filters if their ways of viewing the world are exaggerated. Someone using a negative mental filter tends to notice all the imperfections in the people or things surrounding them. Someone using a positive mental filter might be accused of wearing the proverbial “rose colored glasses.” The use of mental filters tends to give a skewed view of the situation. Sometimes clients come in feeling very frustrated with their dogs and cannot say anything good about them. While it may be accurate that the dog has done some bad things, the person has lost perspective and simply cannot see anything good about the dog at all.
Discounting the positive. This distortion occurs when the person mentally negates positive experiences or positive feedback for arbitrary reasons. An example might be when you compliment a client for trying a new training method and getting good results, and she says, “Oh, that’s only happening because of the treats.” The client has difficulty believing that she had anything to do with the progress being made.
Jumping to conclusions. This usually refers to negative conclusions that a person derives from very little actual evidence. There are two forms of this. First, there is mind reading, in which you think you know what another person is thinking or intending without actually asking. If a client in one of your classes yawns several times, and you think, “I must be boring him,” you are engaging in mind reading. One trainer related a situation to me in which a student in class sat with folded arms and a scowl. She worried that he disliked everything, and was surprised at the end when he said it was the best training ever. He had been to a different trainer he disliked, and he had anticipated that he would dislike this training class as well. Mind reading is considered a distortion because, more often than not, people don’t do it very well!
The second form of jumping to conclusions is future prediction, in which people are convinced they know how things are going to turn out in the future, usually in a negative direction. In dog training, a client might hesitate to try a new method of teaching a recall to her dog, thinking or saying, “This isn’t going to work [future prediction]. Sassy never comes when I call [possibly overgeneralization].” This distortion can prevent people from trying new methods or behaviors.
Magnification. With this distortion, people tend to blow things out of proportion. They take a small situation and mentally turn it into a much bigger problem. When you think that someone is “making a mountain out of a molehill,” you might be reacting to their use of magnification. Catastrophizing is a form of magnification in which people can see only the worst possible outcomes for a situation. When working with a client who is having trouble implementing an intervention for a dog who has nipped a family member, you might think, “If I don’t get the client to learn this, the dog is going to be euthanized!” This type of distorted thinking on the part of the trainer can add a great deal of pressure to the training situation.
“Should” statements. This very common distortion occurs when you think about how things should be or ought to be rather than about the actual situation. “Should” statements usually reflect unrealistic expectations or rigid rules that people apply to themselves or others, such as “My dog should sit perfectly in front of me every time.” Clients might think, “You should be able to fix my dog in one session.” Trainers might think, “These people should know better than to use a prong collar.” Clients can put extra pressure on themselves—or on their dogs—with thoughts like “I should be able to teach my dog this new trick in a few minutes, and she should be able to do it wherever we go.” Similarly, trainers can stress themselves with thoughts like, “These clients should be getting this by now.” “Should” statements can lead to intolerance and bad feelings about other people. They can be applied to oneself, leading to a feeling of inadequacy, “I should be able to handle 20 weekly home-based clients, six groups, read all of the latest dog journals, input all my financial data into the computer, pick up my children from school every day, have a full course meal on the table for dinner every night, and have an immaculate house despite the four children and six dogs living here.” In general, “should” statements from outside or within us imply no choice and tend to lead to inaction.
Labeling. This refers to the use of a shorthand description of a person or dog, as evidenced by thoughts such as “That dog is dominant,” or “That guy is obnoxious,” or “That woman is such a softie.” As covered in my article on the topic (VanFleet, 2012b), labeling often gives the illusion of understanding, providing the false impression that you have now “figured out” that individual. As noted in the previous discussion of “resistant” clients, people do not behave the same in every situation, so the label may not be accurate much of the time. Furthermore, once you have labeled people, you tend to stop learning about them or seeking the detailed information you need to understand and work with them effectively. Furthermore, labeling can confuse communication with clients because broad terms do not convey the same meanings to all people. One person might think a “shy” dog means one who is simply slow to warm up to people, whereas another person might think it refers to a dog who plasters herself against the back of a crate refusing to come out.
Labeling a dog as “aggressive” provides very little information. It could be used to refer to a dog who has intense predatory behaviors, lots of “drive,” or strong fears of people. Aggression might summon one picture in my mind and a very different one in yours. In contrast, behavioral descriptions communicate much more accurately: “The dog has round, unblinking eyes, a hard stare, piloerection, is leaning forward and up on his toes, with his tail held high and stiff.” Many miscommunications between trainers and clients can be avoided when they leave the labels behind and speak more specifically about the behaviors and situations in which they occur.
Personalization and blaming. These related distortions occur when you take comments personally, even if they were not intended to be about you (personalization), or when you begin to focus on who caused the problem rather than on solving it (blaming). After a grumpy client leaves for the night, it can be easy to think to yourself, “What did I do wrong? I was perfectly nice to that woman, and look how she treated me!” Another interpretation is that the woman had a very difficult day and was unable to muster the energy to be pleasant during her evening appointment. It may have had nothing to do with the trainer at all. Finding fault with the client, even if done silently, leads to frustration and resentment, both of which can be detrimental in creating a good training relationship. Blaming is very common when facing difficult problems in dog training: “That couple used shock and made their dog aggressive” or “That man played so rough with the dog that now the dog has a biting problem.” Even when they are true or partly true, thoughts of blame prevent the creation of a truly collaborative training relationship that can educate the client and overcome the dog’s problem.
Comparative thinking. This refers to the tendency to compare oneself to others, usually in such a way as to come out on the losing end. Trainers sometimes become distressed or embarrassed when their dogs misbehave, thinking that another trainer would not experience this problem. Students in a class might watch the other students, thinking of themselves as less competent by comparison. This distortion leads to feelings of discouragement and inadequacy.
Uncritical acceptance of critics. This distortion refers to the situation where one person criticizes a second person, and at some level, the second person unquestioningly believes it to be true. This often happens when a trainer tries to correct the behavior of a rather sensitive client, who then reacts strongly, such as with an angry defense or tears. That person may be in the habit of “buying into” the criticisms of others rather than relying on self-assessment. This distortion increases the person’s vulnerability to external criticism, ultimately damaging his or her self-concept. It, too, leads to inaction or resistance.
Keeping cognitive distortions out of training
The purpose of including information about cognitive distortions is not to turn trainers into cognitive therapists; instead I hope to offer some insight into how trainers’ or clients’ thoughts can influence their feelings, behavior, and communications. In fact, it is generally not advisable to go around pointing out another person’s cognitive distortions, as that might seem a bit like blaming.
There are two primary ways that you can apply this knowledge to your work. The first focuses on recognizing and counteracting your own cognitive distortions. Whenever you find yourself having strong negative emotions, it can be a cue to look for distortions in your own thinking, either about yourself or about the client, or even about the dog. Many distortions can be transformed into more rational thinking by looking for more specific details, pulling out the facts, looking at the problem from different angles, having some patience with yourself or the client, and listening more fully to what the client has to say.
Instead of thinking that Connie the Client is never going to change her mind (overgeneralization and future prediction), or that it’s all her fault and she should have known better in the first place (blaming and “should” statements), or that the world will come to an end if she doesn’t change her ways immediately (catastrophizing), you can get more details about what motivated her choices in the past, what she needs to learn about dogs and their behavior, and realize that the process might take time but is possible if you apply some patience, shaping, and positive reinforcement. Whenever you find yourself feeling discouraged and thinking that you are the worst trainer in the world (all-or-nothing thinking and magnification), that your clients will think you are a fraud (mind reading and labeling), and that you really haven’t done that much good for anyone (discounting the positive), it is time to remind yourself of your strengths and successes, that you are human and therefore not perfect, and that one difficult situation does not make a career. Imagine that your best friend is thinking and feeling this way and what you might say to him or her, and then tell that to yourself. Break things down to specifics, including the behaviors or skills that are of concern, and make a plan about how to overcome the difficulty. If you think someone is bored with your training, ask that person directly: “I’m wondering how you are finding our work together so far? What is most helpful about it? What is not so helpful?” That will yield much more useful information should you need to adjust your approach. When you catch yourself with “should” statements running amok in your thoughts, try replacing the “shoulds” and “musts” with words that are less judgmental and extreme. It is useful to think in terms of your desires, goals, hopes, and preferences. Replace the “shoulds” with “I prefer…” or “I would really like…” This has a way of taking the rigidity and intensity out of the “shoulds” in your life.
Not long ago, I conducted a dog training seminar for school counselors who were interested in involving dogs in their work. One young man presented himself as an “expert” in most of the things I discussed, often describing how he had been to trainings with “big name” animal assisted therapy people throughout the country and discussing what he had learned from them. Although he had a great deal of book knowledge about dogs, his actual handling skills were rather poor. He seemed disconnected from the dog as he went through the tasks, often confusing the dog with his erratic hand and arm movements. He began offering critiques to other seminar participants, and I had to summon my tactfulness to tell him not to do this.

At first, my private thoughts were, “Wow. He is really quite rude. He’s a know-it-all and he’s disrupting the seminar quite a bit. I should be handling this better and keeping him in line. Everyone else is going to hate this seminar if I don’t do something quickly. I don’t want to embarrass him, but I’ve got to nip this in the bud. He’s really very strange.” That line of thinking is full of cognitive distortions—can you determine which ones? There are examples of labeling, “should” statements, mind reading, future prediction, and a negative mental filter.

I knew I had a bad attitude and that I needed to think about my distortions so that I didn’t build an even stronger dislike for him, which would not have served any useful purpose. During a break, I spent a few minutes identifying my distortions and thinking about what was more rational. I began thinking, “Well, his behavior is annoying. On the other hand, he does seem to like dogs and he is trying. It is possible that he is not a know-it-all, but that he feels insecure. I can redirect the group so that they only give positive feedback to each other, and I think he needs a little more of my attention so that I can help him with his movements. If I find a way to redirect him and stop the criticism, I can probably get this seminar back on track. Actually, I’ve handled it pretty well so far, but I need to tweak a few other things so that he and everyone else have a good experience.” As you can see, I shifted my thoughts to remove the distortions and to develop a plan to handle the challenge. The feelings of anxiety that came with the distorted thoughts diminished significantly, and I was able to feel more compassion, make better decisions, and behave in a way that was helpful to the group and to him as an individual. As I spent a little extra time giving him encouragement and feedback, he seemed to relax and do better. And as he relaxed, he began to discuss the activities we were doing instead of what he had learned from all the other seminars he had attended.

The second way that awareness of cognitive distortions can improve your work pertains to the client. Your human clients are subject to the same cognitive distortions as you are. Those distortions might have their origins elsewhere, in a bad day or a difficult life, so try not to assume that they are related to your work. When you hear clients expressing their thoughts in ways that suggest distortions, invite them to talk more specifically about their concerns or feelings. When Jed told me he didn’t like clicker training, my first (internal)
thought was that he was wedded to the harsher training methods he had learned previously and that he viewed clicker training as a form of spoiling dogs. The instant that thought crossed my mind, I felt my anxiety ratchet up a notch. Because this was jumping to conclusions (mind reading) based on a single sentence, I asked him for more information. “What makes you say that you don’t like clicker training?” That’s when he said he didn’t know much about it and indicated that he could not carry around a huge bag of treats in the field (jumping to conclusions, future prediction on his part). I did not need to confront him about his distortion, but realizing what it was allowed me to give him the information that he actually needed rather than what I thought he might need to know based solely on my own distortions.
Similarly, you may have heard some of your human clients say that their dogs misbehave “deliberately.” There’s a cognitive distortion in there—can you determine which one? It is jumping to conclusions, more specifically, mind reading. The client doesn’t know what the dog is thinking, and from all that is known about canine cognition, it is not likely that this is an accurate interpretation of the behavior. When you encounter distortions such as this, it usually suggests that some education about canine motivation is in order, at least eventually.
One woman told me that her Great Dane was a “wimp.” She spoke at some length about his cowardice and how she was surprised such a large dog could be such a wuss. Her labeling gave me very little information, so I asked questions that counteracted the labeling: “Can you tell me what it is that he does that gives you the impression that he’s a wimp or a wuss? How does he behave that makes you think that? When does this happen, and what do you see him doing?” Being aware of her labeling helped me request the detailed descriptions I really needed so that I didn’t form impressions based on her vague labels.
Another client, Josie, was always reluctant to get up and do some training with her dog after I had finished my demonstrations. It was a group of just four clients, and I commented that she seemed reluctant to try the skill I had just presented. She said, “I know I should get up and practice. I should have been training my dog right from the start. I’m not sure that I can do it properly, though. I really don’t want to make things worse.” Again, the distortions are there: “should” statements, all-or-nothing thinking, future predictions. To help counteract this, I replied, “I don’t know of anyone who gets it right the very first time. It’s okay if you make a mistake—it won’t hurt the dog and I can assure you that I’ve certainly made lots of mistakes along the way, and I still do!” Recognizing distortions helps you respond in ways that are more likely to be helpful to the human clients.
The remainder of this book provides specific skills and ways of approaching problems with human clients that are more likely to yield positive results. The process starts with yourself, though. Whenever a problem arises, first ask yourself if you contributed to it with your thoughts, expectations or actions. If so, find a way to correct that. Then apply the interpersonal skills in the following chapters to ensure an empowering, collaborative, results-oriented relationship with the people who seek your assistance. Through it all, remember that the goal for yourself or the client is not perfection (a distortion), but excellence (a more attainable goal).



CHAPTER 4
Initial Engagement and Relationship Building

Nothing creates success in dog training as thoroughly as a collaborative working relationship between trainer and client. Being an effective listener is one of the most important ways to foster this kind of engagement. It is so important, in fact, that all of Chapter 5 is dedicated to building good listening skills. First I wanted to offer a few other ways that trainers can engage new clients and build strong relationships with them.
Engaging clients in the process
One of the most challenging aspects of dog training or behavior consultation is to engage the human clients in the process. With their varying motivations, needs, and personalities, it can be confusing to know where to begin. Some clients arrive with a very specific agenda, while others find it difficult to articulate what the problems are. Some arrive with their dogs in chains (or any number of control devices), and others seem to think their dogs should be unhampered by any human intervention. As a canine professional with your own passions and knowledge of dog behavior and training, you might feel the urge to jump in and tell them immediately what they need to change, such as telling them to remove the prong collar, but this is rarely a good first move. It is more likely to alienate than engage, and without engagement, you are unlikely to have any lasting impact.
The term engagement here means that you want the client to feel motivated, interested, and ready to work with you. You want people to listen to what you say and be willing to try what you suggest. It is tempting to begin providing suggestions, especially when the needs are very obvious to you, but it is far better to focus first on engaging the client and saving your input until after that has been accomplished. In the long run, this approach yields better and longer-lasting results. Engaging the client is similar to the first step that clinicians take in therapy: building rapport. Without this attention to establishing a relationship, very little is likely to be accomplished. As with the dogs you work with, you need a little time to say hello and to get acquainted before you begin to work.
In one training seminar that I attended, we were given unfamiliar dogs with whom to accomplish a task. As a less experienced dog trainer than many others there, I was anxious to show that I wasn’t a complete washout. I immediately began to work on the task, but despite my having some tasty treats to offer, the dog blew me off. He just wasn’t interested in what I was trying to do. There were more interesting things going on—other dogs moving around, other people making squeaky sounds and running. It was then that I realized I had abandoned everything I knew about working with people that applies equally well with dogs: I had forgotten to say hello and to establish rapport. I backed up, started over, and things went much better.

There is a process that seems to work especially well for engaging clients and keeping them engaged. First, show interest and listen to their needs fully. Second, explain how you can help them meet those needs. Third, focus on common goals, while providing hope that together you can improve the situation. You will develop a relationship through this process, and refrain from trying to change the client’s mind and behaviors all at once. In the paragraphs and chapters that follow, this process of engagement and relationship-building is outlined. At first it might seem unnecessary to focus so much time on your relationship with the human client, but it is one of the best investments you can make, and it will save considerable time and frustration later.
Genuineness and communication skills
In any human (or canine) relationship, it is extremely important to be yourself. Like dogs, people are excellent at recognizing when you aren’t “congruent,” i.e., when your outward behavior does not match your inner state of mind or intent. It is important to develop your own unique style of working with people, to access your own sense of humor, to infuse your training or consultation work with your own personal touch. While you can learn by watching others who have an approach you like, ultimately, you can only be yourself. People know if you are “for real.” Genuineness is the most essential feature of healthy human relationships.
Showing interest
Most readers probably already have a method for gathering information about their clients, both dog and human, via questionnaire and/ or interview. After you have the basic information that you need about the problem and the dog’s history, if it is possible, it’s valuable to take five or ten minutes to ask a few other questions that show your interest in the people and the dogs. This can be done on home visits or in a first class session when you ask people to introduce themselves. Showing interest helps build your relationship with clients, helps relax them, and sets a tone for future interactions. There are a few questions that I like to ask:
•  Could you please tell me a little about why you decided to get this dog? What type of relationship were you hoping to have at that time?
•  We’ve been talking about the problem areas; can you tell me a few things that you really like about this dog?
•  If I could give you a magic wand right now, what three things would you change about this dog or your relationship with him?
•  Would you tell me what cues, tricks or behaviors your dog knows? Could you please show me a couple of them?
These questions show your interest while providing valuable information about the client’s motivations, expectations, and disappointments. They also convey that you are interested in the positive aspects of the dog or the relationship, and this can reduce the anxieties of clients who worry that they will be judged and found inadequate. By asking clients to show you some things their dog already knows, you are giving them an opportunity to demonstrate their competence, which also helps offset the anxieties they are feeling.
The questions are asked in a nonchalant, conversational manner and need not be discussed at great length. At this point, I listen carefully (see Chapter 5) and refrain from making suggestions or correcting things they might be doing poorly. Keep in mind that this discussion is included to build the relationship and gather further information.
Usually this process provides extremely useful information that can be used in subsequent training sessions. At times, however, you might encounter people who take this opportunity to its extreme—talking endlessly about their hopes and dreams or their admiration for their dog. By the time you reach the “show me” question, you are bracing yourself for a revival of The Gong Show, canine-style, replete with bad tricks or roughshod handling. Should this happen, it is fine to interrupt the client by saying, “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I think I have an idea of what you were hoping for and disappointed with. I want to make sure we have enough time to work on the problems, so I have just one more thing I’d like to ask. Would you please show me just two things that your dog already knows how to do?” This polite form of structuring the situation and limiting the number of behaviors to be shown usually works quite well. You still get useful information, see some of the client’s interactions with their dogs, and keep the process moving forward toward the task at hand.
Dealing with a client’s preconceived notions
Trainers sometimes face a challenging and potentially awkward situation when first meeting clients. This occurs when clients have rather specific ideas about the equipment or methods they wish to employ with their dog, often representing some preconceived notions of what dog training and behavior is all about. This section focuses on ways to engage such people whose ideas about dogs or training are quite different from your own. Some of the material here is relevant to later stages of the trainer-client relationship as well, but it is most likely to arise in the early stages.
People frequently develop preconceived notions if they have been influenced by things they see on television or read online, often without the benefit of accurate knowledge or critical thinking. For example, if a client watches someone who seems to be an expert saying that dogs are trying to dominate their people at every turn, this idea can be accepted without question. If an influential, confident person instills even a small degree of fear (that the dog will take over the household) or self-doubt (that it is all because the humans were too weak to assert their superiority by using forced alpha rolls, leash pops, aversive body holds and equipment) these ideas can become an integral part of the client’s entire frame of reference about dog training. They very well may not be aware that the dubious and insidious use of fear and self-doubt have subtly manipulated them into a desire to be “pack leader” for their dogs. These same psychological tools can be misused by reinforcement-based trainers as well, and this is one reason that I urge canine professionals to be careful to make fact-based arguments rather than emotional ones, lest they be guilty of these same tactics.
Unfortunately, countering such beliefs with facts alone may not work. It is useful to suggest articles and books, such as John Bradshaw’s Dog Sense (2011), which provide scientific evidence about who dogs are, how they organize themselves socially, and how they learn best, but this may not be enough to change a client’s beliefs. These beliefs may rest on emotional foundations that often are more compelling than factual information. This brings us to an important and relevant psychological construct that canine professionals ought to know: cognitive dissonance.
Cognitive dissonance
People want their thoughts and ideas—cognitions—to be consonant, in agreement with each other. It is difficult for people to hold two conflicting ideas or beliefs at the same time, and this causes distress in the form of anger, embarrassment, guilt, or anxiety. When people experience this discomfort, they wish to reduce the dissonance, so they alter one or more of their beliefs so that they can return to a conflict-free state of equilibrium. The cognitive dissonance phenomenon can have a detrimental influence on the trainer-client relationship, so it is important to understand it.
A classic example occurs with a car-buying dilemma. You really like the sharp sports car and you equally like the more functional family van. Eventually you purchase the van, but if you keep thinking highly of the sports car, it can cause regret or frustration that you didn’t select that one. The conflict comes from three thoughts: (1) I really like the sports car; (2) I make good decisions; and (3) I chose the van. What typically happens in this situation is that you begin thinking of all the good things about the van and downplay the things you liked about the sports car. Your train of thought might be: “This van is really a pretty color, and it’s sharper than most vans. It’s economical for its size, and the whole family can ride in it. The sports car would have been trouble in the winter, and I’m not sure that I really liked that red color that much anyway. The van is a far better choice.”
The cognitive dissonance phenomenon is very relevant to changing clients’ ideas in dog training, and especially if they have been influenced positively by a celebrity or other trainer who uses dominance and leader of the pack approaches. Let’s assume that you interact with a client during the first meeting and she likes you. You learn that she has been forcing alpha rolls to get her dog to submit, based upon her favorite television program about dogs. You tell her that you do not like dominance and leader-of-the-pack approaches. You have just placed her in cognitive dissonance. From her point of view, the following conflicting beliefs exist:
•  I really like that dominance, pack-leader celebrity on television, and I have been using those methods with my dogs.
•  I love my dogs and try to do the best for them.
•  This new trainer doesn’t like the dominance, pack-leader approach.
Your client can resolve this cognitive conflict in two primary ways. She can dismiss what she has learned from the television program, or she can dismiss what you, the new trainer, are telling her. While this dilemma can go either way, it is likely that the person has more time, energy, and belief invested in the dominance, pack-leader side of the equation than she does in her relationship with you, the new trainer. It is likely that she will dismiss what you are telling her. She may even seek confirmation from other like-minded people or sources that her choice to try dominance, pack-leader methods was, indeed, a good decision in the best interests of her dogs. Without understanding or respecting how cognitive dissonance impacts people, you may have, in effect, pushed this new client in exactly the opposite direction from what you wanted! The role of cognitive dissonance is important at any point that you are trying to change someone else’s mind. So what’s a trainer to do?
Getting your message across: reducing cognitive dissonance
There are ways to reduce the chances that your comments will create cognitive dissonance for your human clients. In cases where clients express admiration for an approach that you dislike, or when they arrive with their dog wearing equipment of which you disapprove, consider using the following sequence to increase your chances of helping them change their views.
1.  Keep in mind that people usually make the best choices they can at any given time with what knowledge or skills they have in their repertoire.
2.  Avoid flat-out criticisms of the approach or equipment they have chosen.
3.  Ask them to tell you why they have adopted that approach or equipment, and listen empathically (Chapter 5) to what they tell you. You want to understand the underlying motive for their choice, as that will provide you with a route to help them change.
4.  Acknowledge any good parts of their current choice that you can.
5.  If possible, wait for a session or two until you have established rapport and a more solid relationship with the client before suggesting drastic changes. If they like and trust you, they are much more likely to resolve any cognitive dissonance in your favor.
6.  Educate them, without telling them what decisions to make, about the negative aspects of their current choice. Don’t expect immediate conversions—think of it more as “planting seeds.”
7.  Ask them what type of relationship they would like to have with their dogs.
8.  Reassure clients that your goals are the same as theirs, i.e., a well-behaved dog and a good relationship (what most people want).
9.  Explain and show them how you can help them accomplish their goals.
10.  If clients continue to cling to dominance or pack leader ideas, reframe their need for control into “a dog who respects you and does what you ask.”
11.  Float the idea: “If I could help you get the same result without using [choke chain, alpha rolls, shock collar], would you be willing to try it?”
12.  Work on skills to build the client’s confidence in handling difficult behaviors.
13.  If you have tried all of this and the person is still pushing to use compulsion methods you disagree with, it is good to set limits, stating what you can and cannot offer and why. Sometimes you have to cut your losses after trying everything else.
Below is an actual conversation that I had with a new client using this approach. C refers to client and T refers to trainer. Commentary about the conversation is in italics.
C: I just love that celebrity trainer on television. He is so nice and he does such good work with dogs.

T [biting tongue and summoning patience]: Can you tell me what it is about him or the program that you like?

C: He is so pleasant and he really helps dogs who have serious problems that no one can help. He saves lives.

T: You really like seeing unfortunate dogs get the help they deserve.

C: Yes! Those poor dogs deserve to have happier lives.

T: It feels good to see them have a chance to be happy [the trainer silently reminds herself that empathic listening is not about agreement, but about trying to understand where the client is coming from].

C: Exactly! I just love dogs. And those alpha rolls he uses really work. I use them all the time. What do you think of that program?

T: I have a bit of a different reaction to it. I think there are some good things and then some things I don’t really agree with [the trainer needs to be honest, but tries to minimize the cognitive dissonance with this statement]. For example, I also really like it when we can help dogs be happier [agreement with the client’s fundamental motivation]. I also like how he recommends that dogs get more exercise and helps people calm down around their dogs. Those are both really good things [highlighting true points of agreement to build connection with client and to minimize dissonance; such comments have to be sincere!]. I’ve also noticed that the people he works with really seem to like him and feel comfortable with him [trainer then pauses to give client a chance to react].

C: Oh yes, he is very nice.

T: [the trainer at this point shares how there is more recent understanding about dogs and how studies now show that wolves are organized more like families, and that it’s more about respect for the parents than dominating anyone—the concept of benevolent leadership. This should be a short explanation, with pauses for the client to react or ask questions. The trainer must tread lightly if the client begins to get alienated or defensive. After this brief discussion, the trainer continues….] We’ll have time to get into all that if you’d like to, but right now, I’d like to focus on what type of relationship you would like to have with your dog. I can see that you really care about her.

C: I want her to respect me and listen to me. If she will do that, then I think we could have a lot more fun together. I want to be able to pet her, but I don’t want her to think that I am being submissive when I do that.

T: So, you’d like a well-behaved dog who does what you ask, and it sounds like you also want to be able to get close and have some cuddle time. You just don’t want to get pushed around [trainer listens empathically to the client’s goals without getting caught up in the specific wording]. I think we can do that. From our assessment, I understand what some of the problem might be. Are you ready to get started? I’d like to show you something [the trainer then begins the actual training process, explaining and teaching the first behavior. This focus on action, and the success it brings will help shift the client’s focus in a less confrontational way without much cognitive dissonance].

Interpersonal skills
In the pages that follow, I present a number of specific interpersonal communication skills that can be used to engage clients throughout the trainer-client relationship. In the beginning, it takes a conscious effort to apply these skills with clients. I am sometimes asked if the use of these skills is disingenuous. In short, no. Learning and applying a new skill does not change who you are—it is simply a behavior you learn that helps you engage, connect, and communicate with others more effectively. Learning to drive a car is a skill. It doesn’t change who you are, but it can improve your life by increasing your mobility. A dog who is enthusiastic and energetic learns the skill of sitting or lying quietly for 15 minutes. This does not change who that dog is; it simply allows the dog to settle at key times that improve the dog’s ability to live more successfully within a human household. The skills that follow can easily be incorporated into your own style. They don’t change who you are, but they help you do your work with human clients more effectively.
Learning and using any new skill can feel awkward at first. With practice, the skill becomes fluent and more automatic. You learn it so well that it becomes a more natural part of your behavior. If you recall the first time you ever drove a car, you might remember how difficult it was to stay in your lane, or how challenging it was to learn to release the clutch smoothly. These are probably things that you don’t even think about while driving now. Through the development of basic driving skills, your attention has been freed to focus on what traffic conditions are and what the other drivers are doing—things in the environment that are more variable and critical to your ultimate success in arriving at your destination. The basic car handling skills have been incorporated into your repertoire.
Interpersonal skills are no different. They can seem strange and awkward to apply at first. With practice, they become less conscious and more natural. You incorporate them into your repertoire. The skills and processes that follow must be applied deliberately at first. If your desire is genuinely to understand your clients better and to engage them more fully in the process, you will find that, with practice, you will master them and build them into your personal style, after which you will barely need to think about their use in your interactions with clients.



CHAPTER 5
Understanding Clients: Empathic Listening

No doubt, you’ve read many articles and books that discuss the importance of listening skills. This book is no different. The development of the ability to listen well is perhaps the single most important skill to acquire. Few of us develop this skill naturally while growing up, but it can be acquired and refined. Here, the rationale for skillful listening is outlined, followed by details on how to improve your ability to connect with human clients through the use of a particular skill known as empathic listening.
Why listen?
It’s a well-established fact that people want to be heard, understood, and respected. They are more likely to listen to you when they believe you understand them. They will avoid interactions that cause them fear, shame, or embarrassment. Effective listening to human clients offers several advantages to the dog training process:
1.  Listening helps you understand the client’s perceptions, motivations, needs, and wishes more fully and accurately. When you set aside your own thoughts and truly focus on what the client is saying, you are more likely to hear the real message. You are better able to “read between the lines.” For example, Ted told a dog trainer that his dog was an “idiot who isn’t half the dog my old dog was.” Ted went on to describe a long list of infractions and inadequacies of his current dog. The trainer used good listening to look beyond the blaming and seemingly unfair criticisms of the dog to hear Ted’s disappointment, frustration, and helplessness. While Ted seemed to be controlling and unpleasant on the surface, the trainer eventually saw that he actually felt out of control and incompetent himself.
2.  Effective listening skills help you keep focused and on track during the communication. In any conversation, it is likely that people are thinking ahead to their own response or how they will tackle the problem. This means that they are not hearing the other person’s full message. Listening skill provides a structure within which you push yourself to pay attention completely before formulating your own response.
3.  Listening skill allows you to communicate to other people that you truly understand what they are saying. Think about a situation where you describe a frustrating work situation to a friend. At the end, your friend says, “I understand.” Do you really know whether your friend understands or not? Probably not. On the other hand, if your friend replies, “Wow. That sounds really awful. Must’ve been frustrating when your coworker bit your head off,” you will know for certain whether or not your friend understands what you were expressing. When people know their communication is understood, they are less likely to need to explain it further and more likely to turn their attention to what you have to say.
4.  The ability to listen well actually shortens communication in the long run. People are not always able to express themselves clearly, and sometimes their most important communications are found “between the lines.” Listening well helps get the full message. When the other person is understood at the start and throughout the process, it is likely that you will obtain more cooperation and less resistance in the course of your work together.
When trainers listen well to their clients, they are less likely to encounter resistance, more likely to gain an accurate understanding of the situation, and most importantly, to develop the type of collaborative relationship that yields optimum success. Next, I will share how this skill, empathic listening, works.
The root of empathic listening: a receptive attitude
Empathic listening has been called “active listening” or “reflective listening” in other circles. The process is similar, but I prefer the term “empathic listening” because the heart of the skill is empathy. Empathy refers to one’s ability to see things from another’s point of view. Empathy suggests more than a mechanical restatement of what the other person has said and emphasizes that the listener is truly trying to see what the other person’s experience really is. When you try to see the world from the dog’s point of view, you are using empathy. When you try to see the world from the human client’s point of view, you are being similarly empathic (VanFleet, 2012a; VanFleet, Sywulak, Sniscak, 2010).
Empathic listening skill encompasses both an attitude and a behavioral skill. The attitude is one of receptivity. You must genuinely want to hear what the other person has to say. This is not always so easy! Think of the client, Sarah, who indignantly describes a dog who did not arrive preprogrammed with a reliable Sit, Stay, Come, and Loose Leash Walking. As a canine professional, it would be quite natural to think to yourself “What does this woman expect? How can she not realize that dogs need to be taught these things? Why did she get a dog in the first place if she didn’t want to spend time training it?” While these are perfectly normal thoughts under these circumstances, they represent the trainer’s perspectives, not Sarah’s. In order to be more receptive to Sarah’s point of view, these thoughts must be put aside to allow you to hear what Sarah’s experience really is like. No amount of judgment or head shaking about Sarah’s words will help change her, and if you approach her with those types of thoughts in your mind, you are likely to communicate—at least nonverbally—your distaste for or disapproval of her. This will not provide you with the engagement and connection needed to change the situation.
So how does one develop a receptive attitude in a situation like this? There are two things I’ve always found helpful in my work with both human therapy and dog behavior clients. First is the realization that people’s words do not always reflect the real situation. You sometimes have to listen beyond the words to the feelings beneath them. As a psychologist and play therapist colleague of mine from Ireland, Daire Gilmartin, has said, “You need to listen with both your ears and your eyes,” meaning that one must hear the words and the intonations of the person’s voice but also watch the body language and facial expressions carefully to get a full sense of what is being expressed. It is in the emotions that many problems and their solutions are rooted, just as is the case with dogs!
Second is a simple yet profound axiom I learned from my graduate school mentor, Dr. Bernard Guerney, well known for his Relationship Enhancement® approach to couples and family therapy: “People are the way they are for a reason.” You may not ever know the reason, but it is there and operating. Keeping that in mind can help you dig a little deeper and find the compassion needed to try to see that individual’s point of view. You might recognize that this parallels situations you face with dogs all the time. The dog exhibits a behavior that is problematic. You may not know why it is there, but you know that it’s there for a reason. Dogs don’t lie. You have to look at the situation from the dog’s point of view in order to understand it fully and to find the most appropriate solution. It is absolutely the same for humans.
As my semi-feral dog, Katie, became more comfortable around us and our four other dogs, I noticed that she accepted treats some of the time and refused them at others. I knew that something did not feel safe to her when she refused them, but the situations looked nearly identical to me—the other dogs were gathered in the same positions and Katie was in the location where she typically took the treats. I systematically tested different types of treats, different voice intonations, open palm holding treats instead of fingers, and other permutations I could think of. Still, nothing predicted when she took the treats or refused them. I was stumped and realized I needed to try to see things more from her point of view. Shortly thereafter it dawned on me—the mystery was solved! I had become so engrossed in my little scientific experiment that I had failed to really “listen” to what Katie was telling me all along. I noticed her eye contact nervously alternating between the treat and the other dogs when the treat was a larger size. On one occasion, she took a larger treat and when crumbs dropped to the floor, she immediately ran out of range of the other dogs, leaving the treat on the floor. It was at that point that I realized it was the size of the treat that mattered. If the treat was small enough to eat in one bite, she took it. If it was so large that she had to bite it into pieces that might fall to the floor, she fled, presumably because the other dogs came in to scarf it up. She almost always refused the larger treats. Applying empathy helped me understand that Katie needed smaller treats to feel safe around the other dogs, and I altered my treat-giving behavior to help reduce her fears.

Considering the example above of Sarah with the high expectations, it is possible that she previously had dogs who were good at learning behaviors themselves, and her current dog is not as adept at figuring things out without assistance. Perhaps Sarah always has very high expectations of herself, and when things don’t go well, she immediately feels like a failure. Blaming the dog keeps her from the awful feeling that she is inept or inadequate. Perhaps Sarah just doesn’t have the skills needed to teach the dog, or has never realized that it is possible to teach these things to dogs rather easily. She hasn’t been exposed to the wonderful world of dog training. Perhaps Sarah has fallen under the spell of celebrity trainers who espouse outdated dominance theory and leader-of-the-pack methods, and her interpretations of her dog’s behavior are based on the faulty assumption that her dog is defying her authority. Whatever the reasons, they are operating in her world view, which includes her beliefs and behaviors toward her dog. If you are to help her shift her views and behaviors to something more adaptive, you need to learn what you can from her. Listening well will help you eventually provide the best rationale and approach to help her change.
While using empathic listening, you are not trying to analyze the person for deep psychological motives or distress. You are not trying to determine the possible reasons for the individual’s current views. You are not judging the person’s motives as right or wrong. You are simply trying to understand his feelings and thoughts and how they play out in his relationship with his dog. You are seeking understanding of the person in the here-and-now so that you can better place your suggestions. The goal of empathic listening is to understand the client’s point of view, communicate that understanding clearly, and develop strategies that incorporate and address the client’s needs. If you clearly understand where the person is coming from and where he wants to go, you are better equipped to help.
On a very practical note, there are four things needed to adopt the right empathic listening attitude:
1.  Temporarily put your own thoughts and feelings on a back burner.
2.  Focus on the here-and-now.
3.  Try to see the world completely from the other’s point of view.
4.  Stop yourself from thinking about what to say next.
Empathic listening: a behavioral skill
Once you have adopted a genuinely receptive attitude toward the client, you need to apply the behavioral skill of empathic listening. This is designed to convey to clients what your understanding is of their communication. This also helps them clarify their thoughts, not only for you but for themselves. There is something in this process that seems to help people see things more clearly. Below is an outline of the Dos and Don’ts of empathic listening skill, followed by a discussion and examples of their practical use in canine training or consulting situations.
What to do
On the surface, empathic listening seems to be a simple skill. There are four components of what you try to do.
1.  As the person speaks, listen carefully to the words. Pay close attention to the intonation of the person’s voice. Watch the person’s nonverbal communications, including facial expressions, body posture, hand gestures, and so on. All of these are important to understanding the full message. Again, listen with your ears as well as your eyes.
2.  After the person stops talking, briefly, and in your own words, restate the main points the person has made. You need not restate every detail, but it’s important to capture and state a summary of the key points.
3.  If the person has expressed some feelings, either verbally or nonverbally, state them aloud as well. This is made as a statement, not a question. The person will correct you if you are wrong.
4.  Look for and restate the person’s intended messages (intentions), but do not judge or analyze.
Let’s look at each of these in a little more detail.
First, pay attention to the person’s verbal and nonverbal communication. A very high percentage of human communication is nonverbal. Various sources suggest that 85 to 90% of human communication is conveyed through tone of voice and body language. The same sentence can mean quite different things depending on the nonverbal aspects. Consider the following identical statements made by Alice and Fred. Alice says, “Sparky is a bad dog. He gets into trouble all the time.” Alice has a smile and her eyes are bright. Her intonation is light, with a small quiet chuckle at the end. As she says this, she looks down at Sparky, smiles at him, and reaches to pet his head briefly. Fred says, “Sparky is a bad dog. He gets into trouble all the time.” Fred has a frown on his face, and you notice that his hands are clenched around the leash. His intonation emphasizes the words “bad” and “all.” He looks at Sparky and quickly turns away, focusing his attention back on you while shaking his head. The empathic listening responses to Alice and Fred would be quite different. To Alice, you might say, “You think it’s rather clever that Sparky gets into all the trouble that he does. You really care about him a lot. He can be rather amusing.” To Fred, you might say, “Sparky is really trying your patience. He is getting into trouble a lot, and that’s very frustrating.” Alice’s and Fred’s intonation and body language have given you important clues about what they are thinking and feeling.
Second, briefly restate the person’s key ideas aloud. Knowing that you need to do this will help you focus on the message, and it is this restatement that conveys to clients that you really do understand them. If Fred continues to describe a long list of bad behaviors for us, the empathic listening response might be, “It seems that Sparky gets into trouble every time you turn around,” or, “It seems Sparky has lots of problem areas—chewing shoes, jumping up, barking a lot, and urine marking around the house.” This restatement will let Fred know that you understand. If Fred thinks you don’t have it quite right, he is likely to clarify. Your restatement of the key points might also help Fred think of some other things that are important to him. Whatever Fred responds, you empathically listen to him again. For example, if Fred adds, “Well, the shoe chewing isn’t happening too much anymore, but now he’s starting to chew on the wooden gate,” you might respond, “Okay, Sparky’s shifted from shoes to gates, but the chewing is still a problem.” It’s important to remember that the goal of the empathic listening restatements is not perfection. No one gets another person’s communications right all the time. The goal is understanding. If your empathic listening response helps the client clarify what he or she means, and you continue to listen until you have an accurate understanding from the client’s point of view, this skill has served you well.
It should be noted that empathic listening statements do not imply agreement. They are designed solely to convey that you understand what has been said. You can express your own point of view afterward, as will be discussed later in this book. For example, you may be opposed to the use of prong collars, but Betsy, a new client, comes through your door with a prong collar on her Lab mix, Breezy. Betsy complains about Breezy’s pulling on the leash, among other things. After you have listened empathically to those statements: “One of your biggest problems is Breezy’s pulling. You’d like to get her to stop,” Betsy adds, “Thank goodness for this prong collar! It’s the only thing that works.” It can be difficult to hold back an immediate urge to educate Betsy about your thoughts on prong collars, but this would not be the best time. Instead, the use of empathic listening skill might reveal more information while building your relationship with Betsy. You might say, “You were having so much trouble that the prong collar has been a life saver.” Betsy might reply, “Breezy pulled me down twice. I was afraid to take her for walks. Now I can safely do that, but she still pulls a little bit.” To this, you would use empathic listening to say, “It was scary when she pulled you down and you needed a way to manage all that. You still wish you could stop her pulling, though.” There will be plenty of time to show Betsy a better approach, but listening at this point helps Betsy feel safer to discuss her thoughts and motivations with you and builds trust into the relationship.
Third, with empathic listening, it is important to try to discern any feelings that are expressed and acknowledge them aloud as well. In the example with Betsy, a listening response of “It was scary” offers that acknowledgement. Recognizing feelings is perhaps the most important part of this skill. Emotions are at the root of many client behaviors, and showing understanding of those emotions makes it much more likely that clients will be able to listen more fully to what you have to say. The restatements of feelings can be quite simple:
•  You’re upset.
•  Frustrating!
•  You’re at the end of your rope.
•  Pretty maddening.
•  You feel sad for your dog.
•  Exciting!
•  That feels awful for you.
You need not experience the same feelings, and again, your own internal reactions might be quite different. For the moment, though, you are trying to understand what the client is feeling and to convey that.
As you state the feeling aloud, your tone of voice should be consistent with the feeling. If a client angrily tells you about a bad situation at a recent obedience trial and you respond with a bland, “You’re upset,” he or she will not feel understood and might feel demeaned. While you need not become incensed yourself, your tone of voice needs to reflect the intensity of emotion the person is expressing: “You’re really ticked off about that.”
Fourth, it is part of skillful listening to respond to the person’s intended message, and to do so without judgment. Communication is a complex process. Some communicate far better than others. The words being said are a small part of the picture, and listening only to the words can lead to incorrect understandings. The goal is always to try to see beyond the words to the actual message the person is trying to give. It is quite common for people to sound very wedded to their current methods. Betsy might tell you, “Breezy has to have a prong collar on. It’s the only thing that works.” Betsy is telling you something about herself that goes beyond these words. Betsy is afraid. Listening to the totality of her communication, verbal and nonverbal, and all of her comments taken together, she is telling you that being pulled down was very frightening for her. She is quite anxious that it could happen again, and there is so much fear involved that she is clinging to the one approach that makes her feel safe. If you really “get” this message and show her that you get it by saying something like, “It was horrible when you went down. You simply cannot let that happen again. You want something that will keep you safe and that you can count on,” she will be much more likely to accept the training suggestions you make. If you miss the intended message and begin educating her about the downside of using prong collars, you will actually be showing her that you don’t get it, and you run the risk of losing her as a client. If you listen first and Betsy knows you understand how important this is to her, you can later introduce your training ideas as follows: “Betsy, I know you need to prevent Breezy from pulling you down. It’s important that you have a foolproof way of walking safely with her. Let me demonstrate something for you that I think will accomplish this even better than the prong collar…” Your listening has helped Betsy know you understand her, and it has built trust in your working relationship, so when you later suggest something different that will still meet her needs, you have a solid foundation that will help Betsy entertain new ideas.
What not to do
When using empathic listening, there are some common communication behaviors that should be avoided. These behaviors might be valuable at a different point in the conversation, but do not represent good listening. These are so common in everyday conversation that it can take some time and self-awareness to remove them when you are in “listening mode.” Here are the things to avoid while using empathic listening skills:
•  Asking questions.
•  Giving advice or suggestions.
•  Sharing your opinion.
•  Making judgments about how good or bad the person’s comments are.
•  Giving reassurance.
•  Interrupting.
•  Telling your own stories that are similar.
•  Telling the person to shake it off.
Several of the things on the “to be avoided” list are valuable tools to use with clients, but they are best reserved for a later time because each one can take the conversation in a different direction than the client wants or needs to go. Use of these behaviors for other training interactions is discussed later in this book.
In short, questions lead the conversation where you want it to go rather than where the client wants it to go, and especially in the early stages of the process, it’s more important to hear what the person has to say. You are likely to gather more relevant information this way than when you begin asking questions. Giving advice, suggestions, or opinions commonly happens in everyday conversation. The problem is that it becomes much easier for clients to resist your suggestions if they believe that you do not understand the situation fully. In fact you might actually understand, but if you rush to give advice, clients may perceive that you don’t truly understand. Judgments tend to shut down communication. No one wants to be criticized or judged. While it is very important to use positive reinforcement with clients during their own skill acquisition, positive feedback is actually a judgment. If I judge you positively, I might also judge you negatively. If any form of judgment is used too early in the process, it can subtly steer the conversation as the client tries to win approval and avoid criticism. This is why it is kept out of the listening process, especially early in the relationship. Similarly, reassurance can be a helpful tool, but it interrupts the flow of a person’s thoughts and can convey the listener’s discomfort with the feelings being expressed. If you too quickly reassure, clients might feel cut off and fail to share even more problematic information that feels less “acceptable” for them to share. Telling your own similar stories can help build rapport, but if told too soon or in too much detail, they pull the conversation away from the client. Finally, telling clients to “shake it off” or “buck up” is rarely a good idea. It conveys complete disregard for their feelings and points of view and runs a high risk of insulting them.
Empathic listening: how to develop this skill
As with most skills, empathic listening takes practice to become smooth and natural. It can feel awkward and rote in the beginning. There are several ways to speed your way to effective listening.
To sound as natural as possible until it actually becomes natural, keep your empathic listening responses short. A client might talk for three or four minutes, and you respond in just one sentence, such as, “You’re pretty uncertain about what to do with a dog who is this scared.” Although it is fine to use some of the client’s own words, it is best to use your own words, rephrasing what the person said. When a client says, “Little Wiggums is such a love and had such a bad start in life that I let her sleep on my pillow and I sleep sideways on the bed. I want Little Wiggums to know how much I love her,” you summarize in your own words, “You’ve been doing everything you can to help her feel better.” Put some variation in your restatements and make sure your tone of voice matches the sentiment. If a client says, “I never dreamed having a dog would be this much work. I always had cats and they are SO much easier. I don’t know where I’ll find the time. It’s far more than I bargained for,” there are several variations on how you could respond:
•  “It’s been a bit of a shock.”
•  “Cats are so much easier.”
•  “Now you’re feeling stuck.”
•  “You’re upset that the rescue didn’t warn you.”
•  “Really upsetting.”
•  “Like being up the creek without a paddle.”
•  “You’re at a loss as to where to begin.”
All of these reflect what the person said, but in different ways. You also want to reflect feelings that are expressed and use a tone of voice that is sincere and that matches those feelings. When the client says, “That dog is deliberately doing this to make me mad,” a good response that captures the feelings would be, “Sounds really frustrating!” or “You’ve had it!”
I have included examples of the types of empathic listening responses that I use throughout the book. They might sound odd to you, partly because you can’t hear the voice inflections that I use and partly because they represent my personal style. Ultimately, you want to develop the skill so that it becomes integrated with your own style. The process and method are the same, but the wording and the intonation are uniquely your own.
In order to develop this skill into one you actually use with clients, don’t expect yourself to remember everything at once. Try making simple statements at first and see how people respond. If they nod their heads or say, “Yeah, that’s right,” after you’ve given an empathic listening response, you’ll know you are on the right track. Don’t be discouraged if they don’t react though—some people simply don’t confirm this type of listening statement.
You might feel self-conscious “practicing” this skill with clients, and although it is valuable to use with family members, I do not recommend “practicing” on them when you are first learning—this rarely gets the response you might hope for! When training therapists, I’ve often suggested that they watch a soap opera or a reality show that has lots of emotion in it and practice silently how they might respond using empathic listening. If you go to the store, and the clerk seems a bit harried, see if you can determine how he or she feels and give a simple listening response, such as, “Looks like you’re having a rough day,” or “I’ll bet you’re glad that all customers aren’t like the one that just left!” If the clerk says, “I have five more hours to go. Aarrgghh!” you can respond empathically with, “Seems like forever!” Using this skill with people you don’t know allows you to practice it with no real risk. Once you see how people react to your expressions of empathy, your confidence grows.
There are training programs available that teach this skill and provide you with feedback in your attempts. Feel free to contact me (via the information in the author biography) for suggestions about possible options.
When to use empathic listening
When I started my doctoral program, I was a teaching assistant for a marital therapy course, and I shared an office with two other grad students who were a couple years ahead of me in the program. I had learned empathic listening well and used it with my clients, and I was also teaching it to others. I had a dilemma, though, that I didn’t share with anyone because I was afraid I would look incompetent or silly. Because I was unsure about when one was expected to use this skill, I kept wondering if I had to empathically listen to everything that my officemates were saying, especially since they were also teaching courses on the use of empathy. Eventually I resolved this dilemma simply by observing them as well as my faculty mentors, the Guerneys, and I saw that they usually talked “normally” and used empathic listening mostly with their clients or if we had to discuss something difficult where misunderstandings could arise. Later, we all laughed when I told them of my silent worries in those first few weeks.
The answer is no, you do not need to spend the rest of your life empathically listening to everything everyone else says! Whew! There are times when it is particularly useful, however, and with practice, the use of the skill becomes quite natural under these conditions. It is important to keep in mind that empathic listening is intended to create and convey understanding. It is not used for manipulation. It has to be underlain by a sincere, genuine desire to understand.
So now that I’ve reassured you that empathic listening need not be your new default setting, let’s explore when it is important:
First, it is an extremely valuable skill to use at the early stages of your client relationships. You are gathering information and building a relationship, and empathic listening is the “best thing out there” for doing both of these things! I use empathic listening heavily as I interview clients, gather information about the problem and their perceptions, and begin to establish our training goals.
Second, it is useful to listen in this empathic, active way whenever clients are sharing information, which could be a review of how their dog training has gone since your last session with them or as they describe some difficulties that they have encountered. It is particularly important to use this skill if they are raising objections or expressing frustration, as you want them to feel accepted and understood. This applies even if they find fault with you! Here’s an example that happened to me with a man and his wife:
Trainer: How have things been going with the counter-conditioning on your walks?

Man: Horrible. I just don’t see the point of it all. I know you explained it, but we haven’t really made any progress at all, to speak of. Isn’t there something else we can do?

Trainer: It’s been really frustrating for you—hard work without much to show for it.

Man: Damned right! This is ridiculous—we’re spending all this money just to go out and tiptoe around this dog.

Trainer: Seems like a big waste—you’re pretty irritated by it all. You really want to see results.

Man: [nodding] Yes, that’s right.

Trainer: [shifting away from empathic listening at this point, since I had accurately heard what he was saying] I certainly want you to have progress too, and I’m sorry that it’s been so frustrating for you. Let’s talk in more detail about what you tried and what happened, and then maybe we’ll need to readjust the plan. This approach does take time, but I’m concerned if you’re not seeing any signs of progress and want to make sure that we are on the right track.

What’s notable in this example is that his comments could have made me feel defensive, and to some extent, they did. I knew that he had some strong feelings, and I suspected they really were not about me, even though his words implied that. The use of empathic listening here accomplished a few things: it prevented me from giving a defensive response, which would not have been helpful; it helped me zero in on the actual problem, which was the man’s perceived lack of progress; it showed him that I was willing to listen to his true feelings and that there would be no criticism of him for expressing them; and it helped him feel understood so that he could calm down enough to hear what I had to say. I reviewed their practice sessions with them, discovered some areas of confusion, did some further education and practice of the approach, told them more specifically what types of progress to look for and expect, and readjusted the plan so that it made more sense for them to implement. The man was very cooperative throughout the rest of the session.
Third, one of the best cues to use empathic listening skill is when you find yourself feeling frustrated, defensive, or annoyed. You can do a mental scan of yourself (if you have time) to determine if any cognitive distortions are playing a role, but in the moment, your own emotional arousal is a cue that it’s time to use the listening skill. Doing so will help you focus on what the client is really saying, and this is likely to show that the feelings beneath the words are the source of the problem. The client might be using distortions, such as blaming (“you don’t know what you’re doing”) or future prediction (“it won’t work”), but the key is to look beyond that to what he or she is feeling. Emotions are at the root of most resistance or interpersonal difficulties. Looking for and empathically listening to the feelings, rather than the superficial content, will likely help you get the conversation back on the right track. Admittedly, it is extremely difficult to use this skill when you are feeling some reactivity yourself, but it is often the very best time to put your own reactions on a back burner and really try to hear what the other is saying. Almost always, it’s not quite what you are thinking (or jumping to conclusions about!). The key is to listen to the feelings beneath the words.
Empathic listening in group classes
After you have mastered the skill, empathic listening is relatively easy to incorporate in individual training or consultation sessions. Its application in groups is a bit more challenging. Because you have several people there amongst whom you must split your time, the use of this skill must be shortened. It is entirely possible, however, to give a short empathic listening response to people when they make comments or ask questions. You empathically listen first and then make your own comments. It need not take much extra time. A sample class discussion in which the trainer uses empathic listening follows.
Trainer: How did that work out for everyone doing the longer stays?

Client 1: I was amazed that my dog was able to do it! She has never done that well, especially around other dogs.

Trainer: So you were really pleased. Anyone else?

Client 2: Muffin is still having trouble with it. She stays as long as I’m watching her, but if I turn my back, she gets up. I’m not sure what I’m doing wrong.

Trainer: You’re still having some trouble and are worried you might be missing something. Well, in a minute, maybe I’ll watch you do that one more time and we can all learn from what’s going on. Any other comments on how things went with that exercise?

Client 3: Clyde stayed longer than he has before, but I don’t think I’ll be able to get him to do that at home. There are just too many people with too many different ideas to work consistently with him.

Trainer: Frustrating that they all do it differently, but you’re pleased that Clyde was able to make some progress here—you just wish you could see it happen at home! Let’s work on it some more here, and maybe if Clyde gets really good at it, it’ll be easier to get him to do it at home, even with all that going on.

In each comment above, the trainer first reflected the thoughts and feelings of the person who had spoken and then moved on to her own agenda. In each case, the client probably felt understood, which helps set a nice tone for classes.
One other use of empathic listening in groups comes when a person begins talking at great length about his or her experience. In this case, you might need to interrupt, give an empathic listening response, and then move on. When Client 4 begins talking about every minute detail of her dog’s Stay exercise, the trainer interrupts by saying, “Heidi, sorry to interrupt but I want to make sure that I understand what happened. Sounds as though your dog was backing away and seemed afraid when you returned to give her the treat. I saw that happen just a second ago, so let me finish hearing from everyone else and we’ll take a closer look at that, too. I have some ideas.” This use of the skill shows Heidi that her basic concern has been heard and lets the trainer resume control of the group process.
What about questions?
Questions are not a bad thing. While it is good to listen empathically and to refrain from questions when clients are describing their initial concerns and feelings, questions do have their place. After clients have had time to describe their various concerns and you have conveyed your understanding of those, it is appropriate to ask questions to obtain additional information that you need or to explore further some of the comments they have made. When clients respond, return to empathic listening for a moment and then ask further questions. In general, it is a good idea to get into the habit of empathically listening to the main points and feelings after most client comments, and then to add your own thoughts or questions right after that. In many ways, it is like any other conversation, but with empathic listening inserted to convey understanding. A typical conversation is included below to illustrate this process.
Trainer: Tell me more about why you called. What are the problems you are having with Sport?

Mary: Sport is such a handful. A big ball of energy. He loves to run and play, and we have fun playing fetch. But he’s just ALWAYS running, knocking things over, crashing into the furniture, and even us sometimes! The other day…[story continues]… Sport doesn’t seem to have an “off” button!

Trainer [responding to body language as well as words]: Sounds like you have mixed feelings about Sport’s energy. You like how enthusiastic he is, but it’s frustrating how he is crashing around your house damaging things—and you!

Mary: Exactly. He nearly broke my leg the other day. He came zooming around the corner and slammed right into my shin. It’s still swollen a bit.

Trainer: He hurt you quite badly, and you can’t be risking broken bones!

Mary: When the neighbor kids were over to play with him in the backyard last week, it all went fine at first. Then they began running and screeching like kids do, and Sport began tearing around again. He even knocked over the boy. Thank goodness, he wasn’t hurt.

Trainer: You’re pretty worried about safety—for yourself, for Sport, and for kids and visitors.

Mary: Absolutely! We need to get some control or he’ll have our house in shambles.

Trainer: You want to get him toned down a bit. Are there times of the day when he is more energetic than others?

Mary: Oh yes, he is like a crazy dog in the morning after he goes out, and then again when I get home from work, he just goes berserk.

Trainer: So mornings and evenings are the worst. Can you tell me more specifically what you mean by “he goes berserk”? What does he do during those times?

Mary: He goes back and forth, back and forth, really fast. He makes these quick turns and then back and forth some more. He looks like he’s lost his mind.

Trainer: Sounds like he just doesn’t know what to do with his energy, and you don’t know what to do with it either! I’m getting exhausted just hearing about it [laughing]! I think we can begin to sort this out a bit. Let’s talk about any other exercise that he is getting first…

As you can see from this sample conversation, the trainer uses empathic listening almost exclusively for the first several interchanges. Only after the trainer captures the essence of the communication does the first question come in, “Are there times of the day when he is more energetic than others?” The trainer continues to give brief empathic listening responses each time before asking other questions or making statements.
With time and practice, empathic listening becomes quite easy to use during conversations with clients. It is most important to use during the initial information-gathering times as well as during discussions when there is potential conflict or misunderstanding. One useful signal that you should use empathic listening is when you are feeling tense or defensive about something the client has said. Listening skill can keep the conversation from going too far afield.
A note of caution
Good listeners are in short supply. Empathic listening opens people up; it encourages more conversation. One possible pitfall in using empathic listening skill is that clients may begin to open up about things unrelated to dog training, acting as if you are their therapist rather than a trainer or canine behaviorist. This is not a role you want to encourage! If this happens, you can empathically listen to the person, and then redirect him or her back to the task at hand: “It sounds like the divorce has been very hard on you. I’m glad you’re here, though, so can we try that exercise with your dog again?”
In rare cases, clients may not take the hint. If a client continues to share intense feelings or problems unrelated to dog work, you might float the idea of finding a therapist in a gentle way and without pushing the idea: “It sounds like you’ve had lots of stress and struggles. Have you thought about sharing all these feelings with a counselor or therapist who might be able to help you feel better? Right now, we need to get back to…” This can be a touchy situation, so it is best to use caution when making a recommendation such as this. At other times, you might need to establish a simple boundary: “I can see that you’ve got a lot on your mind right now. I’m afraid I’m not in a position to help you with those other things, but I do think I can help with your dog. Let’s try this…” The key thing to remember is that you are not a therapist and you need to extricate yourself from that role if the client tries to put you in it. Most mental health professional organizations have referral lists or services.



CHAPTER 6
Client Follow-Through

The best training in the world won’t benefit dogs if their humans don’t apply it. One of the biggest challenges for any method or program designed to change human behavior is to motivate people to continue to use what they have learned between training sessions and after the formal training or consultation period is finished. This is one of the biggest problems that dog trainers face, and it is worth the time to explore how to help clients follow through on what you have taught them.
There is a long history of otherwise excellent interventions that have faded into the sunset due to neglect and misuse. Think of the percentage of people who successfully lose weight only to regain it, the couples in marital therapy who do better for a while and then lapse into old patterns, the individuals who leave their dental office after a cleaning who floss daily for a few days and then drift away from it, the children who enjoy playing a musical instrument in the school orchestra or band but who fail to practice between rehearsals. The list goes on and on. Canine professionals confront the same thing every day. Veterinarians urge human clients to make feeding adjustments and to exercise their dogs to help them lose weight; behaviorists create a plan that should work beautifully to eliminate a dog’s aggression toward another dog in the family; trainers show clients the methods of teaching new skills to their dogs. Despite all these useful interventions, there is a strong tendency for people to go back to the way things used to be.
Throughout this book, I have discussed attitudes and skills that help engage human clients in the process and help trainers develop collaborative working relationships with them. The application of these principles, reminders, and specific strategies increase the chances that people will learn better and be able to perform training and tasks with their dogs more effectively. Now it is time to consider ways to help clients apply and follow through with what they have learned.
One of the challenges stems from the fact that people seek help after a problem has emerged. The problem might be a new unruly puppy they want to get off to a good start or entrenched resource guarding that has led to increasing numbers of fights among family dogs. After the problem is solved, or even partially solved, some of the pressure is reduced for the clients. Their deep concerns have been lessened and they breathe a sigh of relief. There is less impetus to continue working on the problem, and life tends to return to the status quo. It is ironic that the very intervention used to help the problem is the first thing people tend to abandon after the situation improves!
Change is hard. People are creatures of habit and routine, and habits and routines are difficult to change. I clearly remember how much effort it took for me to learn to keep a loose lead with my leash reactive dog. I had to think about what I was doing, and this was hard because my leash tightening behavior was so automatic. On a larger scale, this is what happens with dog training and behavioral consultation. People learn new behaviors, they see how they work, and then, despite the very best intentions, they allow those new behaviors to drift into disuse because they are not yet habits or routines. “Letting things slide” often is not the result of a lack of desire; it’s more likely due to the natural tendency toward homeostasis. The behavior change has not been sufficiently established (by frequency or duration) to reset that homeostasis or the status quo. There are ways to counteract this tendency, and these are described below.
Keep it simple and practical
You may be a trainer or behaviorist who loves theory, elaborate protocols, and attention to detail in your work. If your human clients are the same way, or if they need precision in the work or sport they do with their dogs, there is no problem. The everyday companion dog client, however, is probably looking for something simpler. They might forgive you if you teach them the difference between positive and negative reinforcement, but if you expect them to implement a variable ratio reinforcement schedule for their dog on top of getting three children to sport and music classes, putting dinner on the table, and getting enough sleep for work tomorrow, they might feel overwhelmed. You might be tempted to label this as “resistance” or “lack of commitment,” but that probably would not be accurate, and the bottom line is that this is the reality, even if you wish it were different.
The principle of parsimony can be diverted a bit here to apply to training. Select the simplest, most practical method you know that is likely to help with the problem. To do otherwise can be setting clients up to fail. If you know a couple routes that might work, share them with the clients and let them decide which would fit with their lifestyle the best. I will share a personal example. One of my adopted dogs was leash reactive to other dogs. I knew that counter-conditioning and systematic desensitization procedures would work, and began to implement them. I did see progress, but I also travel a great deal for my work, so my sporadic work on this was very slow to yield results. In the midst of this, I learned Suzanne Clothier’s “autocheck-in” and “follow me” procedures, as well as how to become more precise in determining the distance needed from the dogs in the community park where we worked on this. This allowed much faster progress and was something I could implement in a variety of situations, including at home when things startled or aroused this dog. Also, other family members were more likely to follow through when I was out of town.
It is also valuable to emphasize for people that the training often can take place in very short time periods, perhaps as little as five minutes, three times a day. I ask them for their ideas about how they can accomplish this—what times of the day seem most available for this type of schedule. When this is discussed openly, it is more likely that people will keep it in mind. Years ago I saw a physical therapist after a shoulder injury. I was notoriously bad about following through on the exercises, even though they were not difficult. Mostly, I forgot until bedtime, promising myself that I would do better the next day. The physical therapist suggested an alternative, which was for me to do two minutes of exercise using canned goods when I was in the kitchen. It was such a novel idea, and so simple, that I was able to remember and comply. To this day, you might find me doing curls with a can of soup while waiting for something else to cook. That was a great intervention by a physical therapist who understood about lifestyle adaptation! Similarly, some dog training clients have opted to work with their dogs during television commercials or while dinner is in the oven, short periods that have not required major changes in their lives.
It is difficult to get creative or adapt training methods without asking clients about their lifestyles. Typically, I ask for a rundown on their daily schedule. Then I share the problem-solving with them. I explain the basic approach, teach them to do it, and then ask them how they envision that this will work at home. I ask them to anticipate obstacles to the plan and how they might work around them. It’s a conversation in which we share ideas about how the intervention can be carried out realistically at home. Usually there are adjustments that the family must make, but we look for ways to minimize them and to see how the training can be tweaked to fit in with their lifestyle. For example, I worked in a small class with a family (two parents and two teenage children) to keep their rather pushy Labrador from continuously climbing onto their laps when they were watching television. They had not previously mentioned, verbally or in their paperwork, that there was another family member at home. When I asked them to envision using the approach at home, they mentioned their elderly and disabled grandmother who often sat in the family room with them but who would probably not be able to implement what we had decided. We developed a separate plan likely to work for the grandmother, and then adjusted what everyone else would do around that so there would be consistency.
Even when you work in a client’s home, it is valuable to ask the family to think about how the plan will fit with their everyday lives. You have the added advantage of seeing the layout and rhythms of the home to some extent and might be able to generate ideas more readily, but it is still a good idea to ask people to think about it so they have more ownership of the decision-making, and therefore, greater likelihood of following through.
I worked with an eighty year old woman who had been given a feisty small Terrier mix and needed better control. The woman, Mildred, was feisty herself, and a bit of a character. I typically went to her home at 7:00 in the evening, at which point she was dressed for bed, to which she retired shortly after I left. Mildred mostly sat in a lounge chair where she could watch television. Her dog, Tiny, would jump on her, tear up papers, bark incessantly if someone came to the door, and jump on family visitors to the point where they complained to Mildred about it. Mildred was fun to work with, tried whatever I suggested when I was there, and Tiny made progress. When I left, I asked Mildred to have a couple short practice sessions per day to continue working with Tiny.

On my second visit, Mildred apologized, saying that she had just forgotten to do any of the training sessions, but promised me she would do better next time. We had another good session, and I left with a friendly reminder to work with her dog in between. On my third visit, Mildred once again said that she had forgotten to do any practice with her dog. We reviewed the skills for training her dog, did some practice and added a new behavior to Tiny’s repertoire.

I thought that Tiny would do much better with more practice in between, and I knew that the behaviors when others came to the house would require Mildred to take an active role in managing and reinforcing Tiny’s Go to Your Rug (Place) skill. Near the end of the session, I sat down with Mildred and had the following conversation:

Trainer: Mildred, you’re doing a great job with the things we have tried with Tiny. I think you get it very well. How are you feeling about things so far?

Mildred: Good! Good! I think Tiny is doing just great. It’s fun.

Trainer: Sounds like you’re pretty pleased so far. I am, too. I’m worried about one thing, though. When visitors come, it’s very exciting for Tiny, so we have to give her lots and lots of practice with some of these behaviors so that she is ready for us to begin adding some visitors to the mix. I don’t think she will get enough practice just during our times together.

Mildred: I know, I know. I just keep forgetting. I sometimes think of it at bedtime, but then it’s too late. Then I forget again. I have my routine and that’s just not something I think about.

Trainer: It’s hard to remember when it’s not part of your routine. I’m wondering if there is any way that you could make it become part of your routine. Is there something that you could use as a reminder to do a little dog training?

Mildred: I’m not sure. I could try to make a note for myself, but then I forget to look at the notes! [She laughed at length about this].

Trainer [also laughing along]: I guess that’s not going to work, then, unless you write some notes to remember your notes! [more laughter from both] Is there something in your routine, on TV, or before your lunch that might somehow be a cue for you to do just five minutes of training with Tiny? Maybe something that happens when Tiny is awake and wanting a little action?

Mildred: Well, she really does love to watch this program on TV about animals [mentions specific program]. She really watches it! Sits there the whole time watching those animals!

Trainer: Pretty amazing. I think you might be onto something there. If that’s a time when Tiny is alert and interested and you both watch the program every day, what do you think about doing the training activities during the commercials for that show? If you used just the commercials, that would be a great start!

Mildred [thinking]: Why, yes. I think that could work. Tell me again which things we should work on, and I’ll try that.

Trainer: Okay, great. Let’s keep it really simple. This week, every day during your animal program’s commercials—just for a total

of five minutes or so—why don’t you practice________ [trainer mentioned one specific behavior to work on].

Mildred: Okay, I think I can do that!

Trainer: Well, I’m going to give you a little boost to help you remember: Animal Show, Tiny Show, Animal Show, Tiny Show [all said in a silly sing-songy voice].

Mildred laughed again, saying that she got the point. When I arrived for my next visit, Mildred met me at the door, beaming: “Animal Show, Tiny Show! Wait till you see what we did this week!” She had been able to remember to practice with Tiny, with that simple link to her daily routine with the animal program and the goofy phrase that I had chanted.

Expect it but don’t accept it
Expect that people will not always follow through. Knowing that it is likely might save some of the angst that comes when a perfectly good plan goes awry. When clients tell you that they did not follow through or that they slipped back into old patterns, listen empathically so that you can understand what happened fully and they know that you are not judging them. This does not mean that you have to accept this state of affairs. Instead, you can do some troubleshooting with them. This entails getting more specific information about their lifestyle, including a detailed breakdown of a typical day. Then look at the obstacles or areas where the plan fell through, and ask the clients how they might overcome those obstacles in the coming week. It is fine to give suggestions, but if you find yourself making lots of suggestions while clients keep saying, “Yes, but…” it is probably a signal that you are doing most of the work. That’s when you turn it back to the clients: “I know you want to solve this problem, but it seems we have two main obstacles here: your long work hours and some confusion about which one of you is going to take care of this each night. Why don’t we take a few minutes so you can think about how you might work around these obstacles and still carry out the plan?”
“Proofing” the people
Dog trainers and behavior consultants know how to proof or generalize behaviors in dogs. I’ve often heard trainers comment that dogs do not generalize as well as people. The truth is, when it comes to lifestyle-related behavior change, people don’t generalize that well either. It is valuable to build generalization into the training plan, especially if you do not train in the client’s home. If problems arise, videos can provide useful information about what is going wrong. It is also important to teach clients how to proof behaviors with their dogs—how to try the same behavior with different people in different rooms at different times of day. Basically, when it comes to proofing people’s behaviors, it’s the same process as proofing dog behaviors—trying things at different times and places as the particular problem solution dictates. What is key here is that this generalization needs to be a deliberate part of the training process.
This is particularly important if you offer a board and train option. People sometimes opt for board and train in the hopes that they will not have to spend so much time working with their dogs. Like my friend Melanie with the poodles, progress with the dogs can easily fade away when the dogs return home. In my experience with human generalization, a one-session description of the cues and how to reinforce the dog is not enough. Even though the dog knows the behaviors well, the person does not. It is advisable to spend as many as three or four sessions discussing the human behaviors needed, asking the client to try them, and then providing feedback. Holding at least one of these generalization sessions in the actual home is valuable. If you adopt this approach to board and train, it is important that you explain the generalization component fully and obtain client commitment to participate in that at the start of the process.
Phased-out ending and booster sessions
It takes time for new human behaviors to replace old habits. One way of helping clients follow through at home occurs near the end of the training or consultation relationship. It involves a phased-out finish in which more time passes between sessions. For example, if you have been working with a family on a weekly basis, the last two or three sessions should be held every other week. If you have been meeting every other week, you might wait three or four weeks between the final two sessions. This allows you to monitor progress over a longer period of time, and places expectations on the clients to continue their home training on a regular basis.
Similarly, if you offer training classes, building in some “booster sessions” can also be helpful with the follow-through problem. For example, a six-week training program can be scheduled with two additional booster sessions one-month and three-months later. Of course many trainers follow beginner classes with intermediate classes and advanced classes that serve a similar purpose. Trainers who take their human clients or classes out into neighborhoods, stores, and other community settings are helping build client confidence that is more likely to lead to follow-through and generalization for both human and canine.
Reframing dog training: work or play?
If you did a survey of average adult human clients and asked them if they considered dog training to be work or play, I suspect the majority would call it work. It is common for parents to assign family chores to their children, one of which is feeding or walking the dog. You can help motivate children by redefining dog interactions as play, as something desirable to do. This is not a manipulation because, when presented and implemented properly, the child discovers that feeding the dog can be exciting: the dog is happy to see the child, the dog makes pleasant slurpy noises when eating, and the bond between dog and child can grow. Feeding the dog changes from something you have to do, to something you want to do because it’s fun and exciting. It is possible to help adults reframe the way they think about training in a similar fashion.
As Suzanne Clothier so aptly describes in Bones Would Rain from the Sky (2002), every interaction between people and their dogs can be an opportunity to build their relationship. The way that you present training and care activities can shift a client’s perceptions in this direction. You can describe interesting things for them to look for when their dog is eating, new “tricks” to help their dog remain sitting until given the green flag to eat, or even how to learn from their observations as their dog is milling around, sniffing, and getting into the positions that predict that elimination is imminent. During consultations, I often point out to my human clients how their dogs are looking expectantly at them, or how happy their dogs are when they enter the room, or how interested their dogs are when they leave the room. I only make truthful observations, and my intention is to help the people see more clearly how important they are to their dogs. Training is an excellent route for learning more about dogs and their countless interesting behaviors. Put into that frame, trainers can begin to build a client’s enthusiasm for training. It’s fun and it builds connections. It can legitimately be viewed as an enjoyable interaction and play, rather than work. And when people think of it as a source of enjoyment rather than drudgery, they are much more likely to engage in it.



CHAPTER 7
Adapting Training Skills You Already Have to Human Clients

Many of the same principles and methods used in dog training can be applied to human students, so most of you already have many of the other skills needed to work effectively with people. This is particularly true of behavioral principles and practices, concepts like using management, positive reinforcement, and teaching alternative or replacement behaviors. With a few modifications it is relatively easy to adapt these skills to human clients and to build your confidence working with people.
While there are similarities between training dogs and teaching people, obviously they are not precisely the same. Teaching people represents a separate skill set from training dogs. So before delving into the concepts that apply to both dogs and people, here are the key steps from a human skills training model that has served me well in my work with parents and children in family therapy. This model works well with human clients in dog training and consultation as well, and it can be applied when teaching any new skill. Here are the steps to follow:
1.  Provide an explanation of the skill, including a rationale for its use. This step answers the questions: What is it? Why is it valuable? How do you do it? It is useful to give a short example after covering the answers to these three questions.
2.  Demonstrate the skill. Demonstrations are important because they give a much clearer picture of what is expected and how to perform the skill. Demonstrations can be offered in several ways, including a video of someone—preferably you—performing the skill with a dog, a live demonstration with your own demo dog, a live demonstration with the client’s dog, or some combination of these. Demonstrating with the client’s own dog is perhaps most valuable as the person can see how the dog reacts to the new method in contrast to his usual behaviors.
3.  Ask the client to practice using the skill while you observe. In most cases, you ask the client to try what you just demonstrated. Just as is done with dogs, if the client has difficulty, it’s important to simplify what you are asking. Break the task down into smaller segments and ask the person to try once again. Skills practice should include several repetitions of the skill so that the client shows improvement and performs it reasonably well. The key is to set the person up for success.
4.  Provide individualized feedback to the client, the majority of which is positive and specific. Comment on the aspects of the skill that the person is doing well, giving positive reinforcement in the form of praise and encouragement at least 75% of the time. Remember to praise effort as well as outcomes. The more specific you can be about what the person is doing well, the better the learning experience. To avoid overwhelming the person, provide just one or two suggestions for improvement. That seems to be the optimal level of corrective feedback.
5.  Give the client homework—specific skills and activities to practice with the dog at home—and remember to follow up on this at the start of the next session. It is important to set people up for success, so homework assignments usually entail practicing the same skills just covered while at home. To ensure compliance, the amount of homework needs to be manageable, typically with a focus on just two or three new behaviors.
Applying dog training principles and methods to humans
Structuring and managing the environment
Just as positive and relationship-oriented canine professionals do with dogs, it is important to create a learning environment that “sets people up for success.” This entails, first and foremost, the creation of a non-critical, emotionally safe climate. Setting the stage for success is accomplished through two primary mechanisms: creating a lighthearted atmosphere and making appropriate decisions about where to start the training or consultation process.
Lightheartedness. Learning experiences that are fun, playful, and light tend to ease tensions and allow people to take more risks when making changes in their behavior. (This is akin to using play, excited voices, and smiles during dog training.) Of course the humor used with clients must be affirming and positive rather than sarcastic and demeaning. Appropriate humor or playfulness has the net effect of increasing the warmth or bond between people, but it has to be genuine and come from within the individual. It is best to discover and use your own sense of humor rather than trying to copy someone else’s. Some trainers have told me that they realize they aren’t very playful people and wonder how they can accomplish this. I assure them that their own playfulness is still within them, and once they begin to focus on being more playful, it will come out. If you feel this way, I suspect that your biggest helper in finding and releasing your humor is just a cold nose away. Most dogs retain their playfulness into adulthood, or it can be rekindled if they have not “exercised” it recently, just as I’m suggesting happens for people.
Years ago, I had a seven year old Keeshond who had lost some of her zip as she moved through middle age. It was at that time that we brought two Beagle puppies into the household. After Meisje sat staring at them for three days, with big gobs of foam hanging from her mouth (yes, we could have done the introductions better…), she began playing with them, and her whole demeanor changed. She was once again the lively pup of younger days, and she maintained that until the last months of her 12-year life.
Play with your dogs, and then begin to build that sense of lightness and fun into your human relationships. It might feel silly at first, but most clients appreciate even poor attempts at humor, as it relieves their performance anxiety when they bring their dogs for classes or consultations.
I did an in-home consult with a woman and her mother, both of whom were intense and serious. Neither one returned my smile or showed even a hint of humor. These are the types of people with whom it can be most difficult to be lighthearted, but they are often the ones who need it most. As I began showing some clicker training, the older woman began pressing the clicker with great force, which made the click in two very distinct sounds and sometimes caught her thumb in the box clicker we were using. I could see that she was trying very hard, but she seemed unable to click more quickly and with less pressure. Frustrations were mounting as she clearly felt inept. On a whim in an effort to help her succeed and to reduce performance pressures, I pulled out two more clickers so we all had one, and I announced, “Time for your bonus Flamenco dancing lesson!” We took the dog to another room so he didn’t have to endure our clicking extravaganza, and I proceeded in a rather silly way to do a little dance with arms over my head, clicking as I went. I asked them to join in, and to my surprise they did. We added some foot stomps to get their minds off their fingers, and before long we were clicking and laughing together. I encouraged them by saying, “Whoa! Look at this! The Fifi Flamenco Trainers!” The clicker problem was gone—it’s hard to be tense when laughing—and we brought the dog back in and made good progress thereafter.

Before I lose too many readers who think I’m suggesting that you try this method, let me reassure you that is not my intention, nor do dancing lessons figure prominently in most of my dog training sessions. Even so, this example is reflective of my humor, and my own playful style works well for me as I try to put people at ease or use some lightness to help them loosen up. Using your own humor is likely to work just as well for you.
Where should I start? For straightforward classes with a set curriculum, such as basic obedience classes, where to start is usually not an issue. You probably have already planned the specific skills that are covered each week. In this case, you might start with introductions and some lighthearted activity or video or background information that will immediately grab students’ attention and help them feel comfortable, and then move through your curriculum.
With individual training or consultation sessions, and especially with more complex problems, deciding where to start can be complicated. Some clients will provide you with a long list of complaints and problems for which they want help. While there is no single correct answer to this question, there are some considerations to keep in mind.
Problems can arise primarily from within the dog, within the person, or with the communication and relationship between the two. Considering which area is contributing the most to the problem can help determine the first steps of the intervention. Suzanne Clothier’s Relationship Assessment Tool (2008) is very helpful in evaluating these relative contributions. Beyond this, it is always a good idea to see where clients place their priorities in terms of what is causing the most stress.
People often present their dogs for training or behavior consultation after problems have grown to fairly large proportions. They usually have exhausted their own repertoire of interventions and have developed considerable frustration, primarily directed at the dog. The trainer or consultant can feel pressure to resolve the problem immediately, despite its long history and evolution. The fact of the matter is that the client might be at the end of his or her proverbial rope. Without relief from the problem, any number of undesirable outcomes can ensue, including re-homing or euthanasia. On the other hand, such clients may not have many solid and positive dog handling skills. They may not have the patience, commitment or readiness to dive into complicated behavioral protocols.
In these cases, one of the first steps for the trainer is to help the client develop a management strategy to contain the problem. If two dogs are having brutal fights, how will the family keep them completely separated? For some, the idea of a gate or the use of different rooms or separation during feeding times is a novel idea. This does not mean that the family is daft, as one might be tempted to think. It simply means that the idea did not occur to them, and this fact alone can provide valuable information about their belief system or frame of reference vis-à-vis their dogs. By refraining from judgment and inquiring about their thoughts on management options, you can learn a great deal about what approach is likely to work best with each particular client. Management strategies are important for the dogs, but also for the humans, as it takes the pressure off and buys a little time to determine the best route to a lasting resolution.
Once management strategies are in place, it is time to consider the first steps toward solving the problem. While it makes sense to tackle the most serious problems first, a two-pronged approach can work better in terms of keeping the human clients engaged in the process. In this, the trainer begins work on the most challenging presenting problem, but includes work on a simpler problem as well. For example, two dogs fighting might be the most pressing problem, but if neither dog has good basic obedience skills, teaching such skills might be the simpler part of the intervention plan. The reason for this approach is that work on a simpler problem is likely to yield quicker results. When human clients see immediate change as a result of their work, it can build hope and motivation, leading to a greater likelihood that they will be invested in the more difficult work required by the more serious problems. It is important to address the serious problems simultaneously, however, lest the clients think you are not helping them. In the aforementioned example, the trainer/consultant might spend part of a session showing and practicing the use of clicker training for each individual dog. If the family members can see how well and quickly that works, they will be more likely to cooperate with the more involved plan to help the dogs get along with each other. Just as you would try to set dog clients up for success, if you look for ways to set the human clients up for success as well, you are more likely to see positive outcomes that last.
Finally, there is yet another principle used frequently in dog training that applies to human clients. If they are not succeeding at the current task, it is time to back up a step or two until that skill is more fully mastered, and then move forward again. This is vital for assuring client success, which then motivates and energizes them for the next step forward.
Use of positive feedback
Consistent use of positive reinforcement and feedback also helps create the right climate for learning. The liberal use of encouragement and positive reinforcement helps clients realize that this is different than most of their other life experiences, in which criticism rules. Most people appreciate being told what they are doing right, as long as the feedback is genuine.
Humans respond readily to social reinforcers, such as praise, head nods, literal and figurative pats on the back. The use of encouraging phrases right while the person is trying something new is very beneficial, especially when accompanied by a head nod and a smile:
•  Now you’re getting it.
•  That’s the idea.
•  That’s better.
•  Nice work.
•  Good!
•  I like that!
•  Yeah!
These can be thought of as markers, much as a clicker or “Yessssss!” would be for a dog. With people, these encouraging phrases given in the moment offer immediate reinforcement for their behavior. It is very likely that when people are trying a new behavior they are wondering if they are doing it right. These quick little statements tell them they are on the right track, and this in turn helps reduce the anxiety that can interfere with learning.
At the end of an activity, it is important to provide further positive feedback, although this need not be lengthy. At this point, it is most useful when the feedback is overwhelmingly positive and quite specific. Remarking about specific behaviors helps “stamp in” the learning. Examples of praise for specific behaviors follow:
•  Wow! You kept the leash loose almost all the time. That’s a big improvement.
•  I like how you kept watching your dog as you did that. Really paying attention to her.
•  You’re smiling as you give the treats. I like that!
•  Your voice has more lilt to it—more up and down, and I see that your dog is responding to that.
•  I really liked that you held the clicker and treats behind your back that time.
•  It was so nice that you went back to the last step when he didn’t quite understand what you wanted.
•  I can see that you’ve slowed things down and are not bending over her so much anymore. That’s super.
Even in classes, it is important to give this type of positive reinforcement. The in-the-moment feedback is best delivered quietly to the individual so that it does not distract others, but the summary reinforcement can be given so that others hear it. Vicarious reinforcement refers to the phenomenon whereby other people hear the reinforcement given to another person and then alter their own behavior in the same desired direction. Hearing you praise one client for keeping a loose leash reminds the others that this is important. They are more likely to remember to do it themselves. It is a form of observational learning that is very effective with people.
In a family or group setting, some people have higher skill levels than others, or they progress at different rates. It is, of course, important not to discourage others in the way that positive reinforcement is used. The approach outlined here is geared to each unique individual. The feedback is tailored to that specific person, what that person is doing well, and what they need to do next to improve. In a family, I typically ask each person to take turns working with the dog on the specified task, and I provide feedback individually to each one. To Dad, I might say, “I like that you’re standing up straight and being very clear with your hand gestures and verbal cues. I think if you can add a smile—even a little one—while you do that, you’ll get even better results.” To Mom, I might say, “You really sound excited when you call him to you, and that’s great. Try to be careful to touch him only after he has sat down, though.” To Junior, I might say, “Wow, you’re really doing well with the clicker and treats. Let’s try to keep standing up, though, while we’re doing the training part. He seems to forget what he’s doing when you sit on the floor. That’s something you can do at other times, though, and we’ll talk about that.” The individualized feedback that is laden with praise and specifics avoids comparisons. The same approach can be used in groups. Since all members of the class are likely to be practicing at the same time, the trainer can walk around, watch each one for a short while, and then provide the individualized feedback right as they are practicing, just as I’ve described for the family. Then the trainer moves on to the next person. At the end, the trainer can get input from the class as a whole about how it went and what questions they have, and then provide some summary feedback about the things that seemed to be going well (speaking to the whole class rather than highlighting individual students) and what things they should all keep in mind.
I’ve read that some trainers use small candies to reinforce the behavior of their human clients. While this might be fun for a few minutes to add some levity, not to mention some chocolate, to the situation, I would not recommend this as a standard training practice. It becomes cumbersome, can appear gimmicky, and is not necessary, given that sincere, specific praise is typically the “high value reinforcer” for most humans. Methods from TAGteach (www.tagteach.com) can be very valuable for people-only lessons or classes, but they could interfere with learning in dogs who are being trained with clicker training if they are present. The effective use of praise and positive feedback is an excellent skill to develop, as it is easy to deliver and has great impact on most people’s ability to learn even complex skills and behaviors.
Occasionally there are people who are suspicious of praise. They may have never experienced genuine positive reinforcement or they may have had people in their lives who used praise manipulatively. Others experience praise as a form of pressure—that they must continue to do this well all the time. Clients sometimes resist praise by telling the trainer to “just tell me like it is,” or as a father in Filial Therapy once said to me, “Quit blowing smoke up my ass!” when I was telling him how well he had done in a play session with his daughter. Usually this resistance is a sign of discomfort. The best way to handle it is first to listen: “This all seems like phony baloney to you. You want me to cut to the chase and tell you what you’re doing wrong.” Usually the person will agree with this, if it’s accurate. Next, you simply explain why you are praising them: “Let me tell you why I’m giving you the positive feedback. I’m telling you the things you’re doing well so that you’ll keep on doing them!” Most clients accept that because it rings true for them, and it is true! This comment calmed the unspoken fears of the skeptical father, who later became extremely skilled in holding the special therapeutic play sessions with his children. After you have explained this, if a client still seems uncomfortable with spoken praise, you can pull back a little by decreasing the frequency of praise and using a toned-down voice, along with more nonverbal signals, such as head nods or a thumbs-up with a smile. Usually, if you focus on the specific behaviors that the person has done well, you are less likely to get this reaction. “I really like how you are using a calm tone of voice and smiling when you give the treats” is an example of the level of specificity that is more useful for reinforcing human behavior and less likely to seem disingenuous to clients.
Corrections and suggestions
Just as with your work with dogs, you want to be as positive as possible with people. There are times, however, when you must correct your human clients’ behaviors (VanFleet, 2011). Your ultimate goal when correcting people is to get your message across to them. You need to say things in a way that they can hear them. Several factors make this more likely.
Timing. When you make your comments matters. Consider the following case.
Beth and Eric are an elderly couple who adopted a shelter dog, their first dog in many years. The dog, a Jack Russell Terrier mix, has been a handful, barking incessantly, jumping on everyone who approaches him, ignoring them when they call him, leading them on chases around the neighborhood, and pulling furiously when they try to take him for walks. He’s a strong dog for his size, and twice he has darted off unexpectedly during walks, pulling Beth to the ground. Desperate, Beth and Eric spoke with neighbors who suggested they obtain a prong collar, which they purchased immediately. While it did not solve the problem, it gave them a little more control. Beth was less fearful that she would be pulled off her feet, and Eric thought that Jackie-Boy listened better when Eric tightened the collar. Realizing that they had no true control, however, they arrived at their appointment with a trainer recommended by their veterinarian.

The trainer, who advocated the use of non-aversive training methods, disliked prong collars intensely. When she saw them walk through the door, she immediately noticed the prong collar. Before she even said hello, she walked briskly to them and said, “Whoa. Just a minute there. There’s one rule I have, and that’s that all prong collars get checked at the door. We do not use any aversive equipment at all in here. Please take that off, leave it on my desk, use this flat collar instead, and then come in and we’ll see what we can do.” Beth and Eric changed collars and then joined the trainer for their first lesson.

For a moment, put yourself in the place of Beth and Eric. Think about their motivations and feelings. They were in over their heads and frightened by the prospects that Jackie-Boy might pull Beth down again, possibly resulting in a hip fracture. They took the advice of a well-meaning neighbor, and it had been partially helpful for them. They arrive at the training center, feeling inept and inadequate to the task of managing their dog. They don’t know what to expect. They are immediately confronted with a mistake they apparently made—the selection of a prong collar. Sheepishly, they remove it, wondering how on earth they will ever be able to control Jackie-Boy without it. They don’t know that the trainer has many good things to teach them. They don’t know the trainer can show them loose leash walking. All they know is that they goofed, and there is something quite wrong about using prong collars, at least in the mind of this trainer. How do they feel?
Even if the trainer had been pleasant about it, they are likely to feel embarrassed, foolish, defensive, and/or shamed. They meant no harm and truly love Jackie-Boy, yet the trainer’s act of telling them to change collars has had an aversive impact on them. They might even consider leaving and finding another trainer. In general, you must first create a working relationship, some good will, and trust before correcting clients.
I know that this type of thing happens, and if you’ve been the trainer in this scenario, you are not alone. Often, our passion about how dogs should be treated leads to our concern when we see a piece of equipment or a human behavior that we find odious. There is a bigger picture to be considered, however. Whether it is the equipment or the constant scolding or the jerking around or the loud, angry tone of voice, your goal as a trainer is to shift those behaviors into better ones, to help unskilled human clients develop their handling skills, to facilitate the development of a positive relationship between human and dog. None of that is possible if you alienate the client. Early confrontation with things they have done wrong is highly likely to scare human clients off. If that happens, you have lost the chance to help them.
Instead, it is of great benefit to build your relationship with the client first. If possible, overlook (temporarily) the things that are troublesome to you, keeping the longer-range picture in mind. This is the time for engagement, as discussed earlier. Once you have engaged the client and developed a friendly relationship, your suggestions are much more likely to be heard and followed. When in doubt, think dog. If a dog came to you whose behavior was completely out of control, would you scold it, tell it no-no-no, force it to do your bidding, expect it to change right away? I hope not! I’m sure that no trainer intends to make her human clients feel bad—trainers are usually focusing on the welfare of the dog. Once you begin to recognize that the client’s feelings influence the ultimate outcomes and shift your perspective to the long term, it becomes easier in the early encounters to overlook things you dislike.
As noted in my article, “If You Can’t Say Anything Nice…” (VanFleet, 2011), some canine professionals believe it important to tell people right away where they stand on things. This is where I would urge restraint. Rigid statements of the “rules” do not provide a good first impression, nor do they convey a collaborative, caring environment. Taking a softer, more empathic stance will develop a relationship in which you can help clients change many things in due course. People typically do not change if they perceive a hostile environment, and if they fail to return, you’ve lost your opportunity to help those changes occur.
I recently did a behavioral consult concerning a female Pointer, Gunner, who was exhibiting fearful behavior. The client, Jed, described how he had taken his dog through a rigorous training program and then proudly demonstrated his dog’s obedience to his cues. He commented that he did not even need to use the shock collar anymore, and told me how well she responded to his whistle commands in the field. I immediately noticed that the dog was extremely well-behaved, but maintained a lowered body posture and tucked tail, cowering slightly when Jed ran her through various behaviors. It was clear to me that Jed loved this dog and was very proud of what he had accomplished with her. While I immediately knew that the dog had been trained using compulsion methods, I also knew that if I said anything negative about those training methods, Jed would feel deflated and unappreciated, and it would almost certainly mean that I would not be hired to do the behavioral work. When I asked if Jed had ever heard of clicker training, he commented, “I don’t really like clicker training.” I responded with empathic listening and a question, “You don’t like that idea. Can you tell me why?” Jed responded, “Well, I don’t really know that much about it, but I can’t keep a whole big bag of treats with me all the time I’m out in the field.”

I decided that it was in the dog’s best interests and in the best interests of my relationship with Jed to wait to address the compulsion methods of training. Instead, I focused on the behavioral problem that initiated Jed’s contact with me, and at the end of the first session I talked a bit about how Jed might be able to deepen his relationship with Gunner. Jed liked this idea, confided that he slept with Gunner and loved her dearly. I showed some simple training approaches for hand targeting and developing the dog’s auto-check-in (voluntary, dog-initiated eye contact), and while doing so, nonchalantly talked about how the clicker was actually just like saying “Good dog!” I did not use the clicker during that session, however. Gunner responded eagerly to the training using treats, and I made sure Jed understood that the treats eventually would be faded. By the end of the session, Jed loaned me a DVD he had about Pointers and said he definitely wanted to work further with me.

In subsequent sessions, Jed learned how to use positive training methods to help Gunner learn some new skills, gain confidence, and build his relationship with her in a more collaborative style. Jed was pleased with the results, and told me at the third session that he was getting another Pointer puppy and he wanted to train him using some of the same methods. Because I had refrained from any criticism or confrontation about his training methods at first, I had the opportunity to show him the alternative positive methods. The results shifted Jed’s point of view, and I was able to educate him gradually about how reinforcement-based training worked, including the use of the clicker as a marker, as well as the fading of treats to an intermittent reinforcement schedule for behavior maintenance. We also covered canine body language, and Jed loved the CD by Carol Byrnes (2008) and learning how to read his dog’s body language. In this case, patience on my part led to progress and a shift to positive training methods on Jed’s part. Gunner responded enthusiastically to this new approach, and her eagerness to work was not lost on Jed.

Give feedback about behaviors under the client’s control. It is important to tailor feedback to behaviors over which people can exert conscious control. It is much more useful for a trainer to say, “Try to keep the leash so that it makes the shape of a ‘J’ with a loop at the bottom,” than to say, “You need to quit tensing up.” Probably if it were within the person’s ability to avoid tensing up, he or she would have done that long ago. Similarly, you should ask clients to perform a task only after you are sure they have that skill or behavior in their repertoire. If the client has trouble doing what you ask, consider if the person has the knowledge, skill or ability to actually do what you are requesting. This consideration varies from person to person, but if the trainer or consultant keeps it in mind when giving feedback to any individual, it is more likely that the person can use the feedback to make improvements.
Reducing defensiveness
There are several ways to reduce people’s defensiveness and anxiety when they enlist your help:
First, simply pay more attention to what you are saying to them. Mentally exchange places with your client, and think how those words and tone of voice might feel to you.
Second, state your thoughts from your own point of view to avoid blaming or labeling. This is done by making statements that start with “I” rather than “you.” The blaming statement of “You didn’t do your practice work with the dog this week, and you really need to,” becomes “I’m worried that if you don’t practice this more with your dog, progress just isn’t going to be made, and that could be frustrating for both of us.” This is particularly important when you have something negative to convey.
Third, avoid the terms “always” and “never.” They usually suggest over-generalizations that tend to provoke defensiveness. Instead, be more specific: “During the last couple training sessions, I noticed that…”
Fourth, try to “normalize” the client’s experiences. When it’s true, it is useful to indicate that clients are not alone—that others have been in the same place they are. For example, “I know it’s hard to get the clicker timing just right. Most people struggle with that in the beginning, but with some more practice, I’m sure you’ll get it just fine,” or “I know that right now you don’t like this dog very much. I’ve worked with other people who have had the same reaction to all the bad behavior. Once we get some of it under control, I’m hoping that will help change the way you feel about him.”
Fifth, and similarly, use self-disclosure occasionally to illustrate that learning is a process. This refers to moments when you refer to your own learning process, and how it relates to what the person is experiencing now: “It took me quite a while to break my habit of pulling on the leash. It’s not easy, but it’ll come.” Self-disclosure should not be used to monopolize training time or to build up your own stature, but to connect your experience with the client’s experience. I once saw a poster in a remote Alaskan village that showed a picture of untied shoes along with the quote, “Even the expert was once a beginner.” Self-disclosure is used to remind clients that everyone has to start at the beginning, and this can help take some of the pressure off them—self-imposed or otherwise— to master new skills immediately.
Focusing on alternative behaviors
It is quite easy to recognize when a client is doing something incorrectly. Canine professionals notice when clients hold the leash too tightly, jerk the dog, use a harsh tone of voice, give a cue inconsistently, wave their arms around too much, lean over the dog, ignore a dog’s body language, and many others. It is part of the job to notice such things so they can be corrected. The trouble comes when you begin to point them out to clients in a way that causes defensiveness. Once people feel defensive, they stop hearing what is being said. Some people are much more sensitive than others, too, which means that the slightest indication that they have done something wrong brings a string of explanations and justifications as they try to restore their easily bruised self-esteem.
The goal is to get your point across without making the person feel inept or defensive, but does this mean you must always walk as if on eggshells? Fortunately, no. There is a dog training skill you probably already know quite well that can be just as useful in correcting human behavior. Because it is very difficult for dogs to learn what not to do, most trainers and behaviorists focus on teaching the dog an alternative behavior that is incompatible with the unwanted behavior. Dogs who jump on people learn to sit for greetings. Interestingly, people learn better with this method as well! Rather than discussing what you dislike about the person’s behavior, it is better for you to emphasize what you want them to do instead. “This is probably the ultimate secret to being tactful, sensitive, diplomatic, and humane with those humans!” (VanFleet, 2011, p. 28).
Most of the time, you need not convince human clients of the error of their ways with long descriptions of what they’ve done wrong and why it is bad for dogs. Clients are much less likely to feel defensive when you simply tell and then show them how to do things differently. Sharing a little rationale for the behavior is valuable, but the focus should be on the new behavior rather than the incorrect one. Most human behaviors can be changed in this manner. Usually the desired behavior is simply the opposite of the unwanted behavior. Instead of telling the person what she did wrong, offer an alternative behavior as in the following examples:
•  “Stop pulling on the leash” becomes “Hold the leash loosely, so that the clip hangs down.”
•  “Don’t wrap the leash so many times” becomes “Just put your thumb through the loop and close around your hand.”
•  “You need to stop yelling at your dog” becomes “Try to use a lighter tone of voice, like this [demonstrates].”
•  “You’re not clicking quickly enough” becomes “Try to click a little faster, the very second that his nose touches your hand.”
•  “Please take off that prong collar!” becomes “Let’s take off the prong collar so I can show you how this works with a more comfortable flat collar [demonstrates].”
Most of us do not grow up doing this automatically. Fortunately, it does not take long to adopt this way of thinking and interacting with human clients. Typically, it takes some conscious effort for the first few clients, after which it becomes more natural to help people overcome problems by tactfully teaching them alternative behaviors that are the opposite of, or incompatible with, their less desirable behaviors. Seeing how well this positive skills building approach works is usually its own reward.
Does all this mean that you can never utter a corrective statement again? No. Sometimes it’s difficult to think of the alternative behavior on the fly, and trainers are human, too, which means they can’t expect themselves to be perfect. Focusing on alternatives is a skill to be developed and used more often than unvarnished correction, but an occasional (mildly) negatively-worded comment is not likely to cause major destruction when it is embedded in an otherwise good relationship. When care is taken to create a client-friendly environment, tactfully-worded corrective statements are not inherently harmful. An example of such a statement follows: “When your dog jumps up, try not to push her off you with your hands. When you touch her like that, you’re actually reinforcing what she wants when she jumps up—which is to get some contact. Remember to tell her to ‘Sit’ and then pet her once her butt hits the ground.” For greatest impact, you want to follow the corrective comment with the alternative behavior you want the person to perform.
Corrective statements are also sometimes needed when clients continue to repeat unwanted behaviors despite your best efforts to redirect them to the alternative behaviors. I’ll share an example from my parent-child therapy work (identifying information has been disguised):
I was training a mother of two boys to conduct special therapeutic play sessions with her own children (Filial Therapy). As she and I practiced alone (no boys present), she quickly learned the skills needed for the play sessions: empathic listening, imaginary play, and limit-setting. As I observed her first play session with one of her sons, I saw him testing several limits. Whenever he was about to do something wrong (throw toys at his mother, eat the Play-Doh, try to pull the heads off the dolls), his mother loudly exclaimed, “NOOOOOO! You may not throw the toys…” As I gave feedback after the first session, I suggested the alternative behavior, “Marie, next time, try saying his name calmly and firmly to get his attention, and then state the specific limit—you did this last part of it well.” The second session was much the same, with Marie, sounding panic-stricken, shouting, “NOOOOOOO!” every time preceding the actual statement of the limit. I realized that she needed more information about what I wanted from her, and this meant that I had to tell her what she was doing wrong. This is how I said it, with a bit of a laugh, “Marie, I want you to stop saying ‘Nooooo’ to him. I don’t want him to have the impression that you feel out of control—even if you do right now!! Let’s practice it a few times together just using his name in a firm tone of voice…” That was sufficient for her to get it right next time, and fortunately, her son stopped testing limits shortly thereafter as she mastered the limit-setting skill.

It should be noted that this negative feedback was embedded in a conversation that also included specific praise of other skills she had used well. The balance between positive reinforcement and corrective feedback is covered in the next section.
Balancing positive and negative feedback
We have now seen how to use positive feedback and suggestions for improvement with human clients, but a word must be inserted about how these two forms of feedback relate to each other for maximum benefit. Humans learn much more readily from positive feedback, which not only builds specific skills but also builds confidence. A predominantly positive climate also helps maintain a good relationship between canine professional and client. Over time, clients learn that they need not fear criticism coming from the trainer, and they can relax, trust the process, and learn.
A guideline for finding the right balance is to provide at least 75% positive feedback and not more than 25% corrective feedback or suggestions. Initially it can be difficult to switch to this amount of positive feedback, but once you begin looking for the positive in people’s behaviors, you are more likely to find it. Furthermore, it is overwhelming for people to try to change many behaviors at one time. At the end of every training session, it is valuable to summarize several things that the person did well and give them just one or two things to concentrate on for the next time. Working on more than two major changes at once often results in frustration and failure. If people can make those couple of changes in one week, the trainer can build on that the following week. In many ways, this process is one of shaping—helping people develop a couple new behaviors at a time, then a couple more, and a couple more. Using this approach, people are capable of mastering a number of new skills in a relatively short period of time without being overwhelmed.
At this point, you might have some legitimate questions: “So, what if some people just aren’t that great with their dog handling and training skills?” “What if I can’t find anything good about what they are doing?” “Isn’t it rather insincere and disingenuous to tell them they are doing well?” There are two answers, both related to shaping. First, for some people you really have to “dig deep” to find what they are doing well. They might have very poor relationships with their dogs and have difficulty learning new skills. In these cases, you still try to praise effort (if they are making one) as well as some of the really basic things they are doing right, such as looking at their dog or using a calmer tone of voice (not scolding or yelling). The fact that they have hired you to work with them and their dog is a positive behavior that can be reinforced. If it is difficult to find things to reinforce, it is a signal to focus only on one new behavior or one correction at a time. Using the shaping principle means you start where the person is and move forward.
Second, it is important to use the right measuring stick. Too often, trainers measure people’s current performance against the final goal, the ideal dog handling skills they have in mind. If that is the standard against which present behavior is measured, it would indeed be disingenuous to praise them much at all. In fact, it might be difficult to praise even the higher functioning clients. When teaching new behaviors to clients, however, that is not the appropriate measure. Neither is a comparison to other clients, as people learn at very different rates and in different ways. The best measure of progress is how far the individual has moved from his or her own past behavior. Where were they at the beginning and where are they now? How are they doing today as compared with last session? Looking at a client’s current performance as compared with her past performance yields many more ways to provide positive feedback. Furthermore, a bit of backsliding is common, but if you have two or more consecutive sessions in which overall performance is worse than before then it is time to review the training plan, what is happening at home, and other potential obstacles with the client.
Frank called for in-home training after his dog snarled and snapped at him several times. The trainer noticed that Frank used a variety of aversive methods to control the dog: yelling, striking the dog on the hip with his hand, smacking the dog’s muzzle with a rolled-up newspaper, and pulling the lead taut nearly all the time. Frank had said this was how his family had always done it, and it had worked just fine with every other dog. It was apparent to the trainer that these methods were all that Frank had in his repertoire. After convincing him to try something new and more positive, the trainer realized the magnitude of the challenge. While Frank was cooperative, he did not learn quickly. His old habits resurfaced at nearly every turn. This was a case where the trainer had to look for much smaller improvements in Frank’s behavior. The types of behaviors earning sincere praise in the early sessions included:

•  being willing to try something new
•  purchasing treats to be used in the training
•  raising his voice less often
•  smiling at his dog twice
•  “catching” himself as he was about to strike the dog
•  patting the dog on the chest
•  calling his dog by name
•  sharing reports of the dog’s behavior with the trainer
•  having patience while waiting for the dog to make eye contact before giving a treat
As you can see, these are some very basic behaviors, yet for Frank, they were significant improvements. As the trainer praised him for these things and gave just one or two simple suggestions for improvement each session, Frank relaxed and began to do better. Although the early training was very slow, he gradually did an adequate job with his dog, and he eliminated the many aversives he had relied on previously. At the end of training, he told the trainer that no one had ever told him he did things well before.
Summary
It takes patience, practice, and compassion to implement the skills and methods in this chapter well, but time spent learning and mastering them can make a significant improvement in trainer-client relationships. When those relationships are strong and collaborative, it is likely that more can be accomplished in canine training and consultation, and the primary beneficiary of this effort is the dog.



CHAPTER 8
Skills for Working with Children and Adolescents

Children bring fresh challenges to the dog training or consulting process, but if they live with dogs, they should be included in it whenever possible. Two of the most compelling reasons are: (1) children are at risk of getting injured by or of injuring the dog; and (2) early exposure to dog training can instill humane attitudes and skills in children that can last a lifetime. Furthermore, problems between dogs and kids are often what motivate an owner to seek out the services of a trainer, especially if the owner fears that either the child or the dog is in some danger from the other. Knowing how to involve kids in the dog training process is important. Working with as many family members as possible adds consistency in training for the dog, too.
This chapter is not meant to be a complete treatise on kids and dogs. There are many fine books available on the subject, such as those by experts like Colleen Pelar (2007, 2009). My job here is to provide you with the knowledge and skills to interact with children as the family’s dog trainer or behavior consultant.
How are children different?
As the family dog can probably tell you, children are not just small adults. They have shorter attention spans and they can be distracted easily. They don’t always listen, especially when information is presented in a didactic or lecture-type format. They may not follow directions well. They make unexpected movements and noises, and so do their toys. Some children do not have much patience or impulse control. Others are focused on their peer relationships and can be disruptive if they begin joking with siblings or other children during classes. Older children or teens sometimes can seem aloof and difficult to engage.
Family dynamics can also be perplexing. Some parents have good control of their children and have taught them to be polite and behave well in group or public settings. Others seem to have equally poor control of their children and their dogs. Both parents within a family can have fundamental disagreements about child rearing methods as well as dog training techniques. Some families arrive with dogs who are ill-suited to life with children. Other parents may have acquired a dog in order to teach their children responsibility, heaping unrealistic expectations on their children to take complete care of the dog, only to become frustrated and angry when their children do not follow through without parental intervention. It is common for families to hire dog trainers or behavior consultants with the hopes that these professionals can help family dogs cope with highly arousing behaviors from energetic young children.
Some children are struggling with problems of their own, such as learning disabilities, anxiety, shyness, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), behavior problems, trauma, and social communication challenges. Canine professionals are not likely to be aware of children’s diagnoses, although such problems usually show up in the children’s behavior. These are mentioned here simply to alert you that there can be a variety of factors that influence children’s behavior. The ideas and strategies included in this chapter work well with most children, whether or not they have some of the problems listed here.
Some dog trainers openly project their disdain for children. This probably stems from experiences with unruly children, parents who do not step up to the plate to manage their children’s behaviors, or a lack of skill in managing and teaching children. It can be tempting to think of children as some other species of little monsters, but in actuality, with the right tools of management and teaching, most canine professionals can find it rewarding to work with them. There are some strong parallels between working with dogs and working with children.
Key developmental stages for kids
Like puppies, children go through recognizable stages of development. How you approach children during dog training depends, in part, on how old they are and what developmental stage they are in. This chapter highlights some of the key developmental features to provide a simple guide to children of different ages. Children under the age of two and a half or three are not likely to be involved in dog training, so this overview starts at age three. As you read through the list of developmental milestones, think about how they could affect dog training. Keep in mind that these are based on normally-developing children in a “normal” family. There are children above and below these milestones at each age, and they are still considered “normal.” When children have experienced developmental problems, trauma or unusual family situations such as domestic violence or foster placement, their development may not correspond well with their chronological ages. For each age group below, suggestions of ways to interact with children are included, along with a sample conversation. More detailed strategies for dog training with children are included later in this chapter.
Three to four years old
Children of this age tend to be active, with lots of hopping, kicking, and throwing. They have the beginnings of eye-hand coordination; for example, they can use scissors and draw, including copying basic shapes. They can use sentences of three to six words, and can understand adult language so long as the vocabulary is kept simple. At this age most children can be easily understood by adults.
Children at this stage can generally follow commands of up to three parts, and remember simple tasks or stories. They are probably eager to learn, but still have fairly short attention spans. Frustration can lead to tantrums in kids this age.
If you are working with a child of three or four, it is important to keep things simple and brief, without rushing. Clickers or other training tools requiring precision are not appropriate yet. Making the learning lighthearted and fun, or making the activity a game, will give you the best chance for success as in the following example.
Trainer [in an excited voice]: Toby, today we’re going to play a little game. You get to give Sonny some treats! Let me show you how to give treats [trainer shows Toby how to hold his palm open so the dog can easily get the treat]. Okay, ready? Let’s give Sonny a treat!

Toby [holding hand open to give treat]: Sonny likes cookies [giggles].

Trainer: He sure does! And you’re doing it just right! Your fingers are flat as a pancake! Great job. Shall we do that again?

Toby: [begins to walk away]

Trainer [excitedly]: Hey, Tobe. Sonny wants some more. Come back and we’ll give him two treats this time!! Woo hoo!

Five to six years old
Children at this age have improved coordination, and while they may remain very active, the movements will be more controlled and less erratic. They have language skills comparable to that of an adult, but with a more limited vocabulary. They can understand cause and effect, but may become easily confused. At this age children possess a sense of right and wrong, and can agree to basic rules.
As with the younger group, it is still important to keep training sessions and explanations brief and simple, breaking down tasks into easily-understood steps. It is best to demonstrate skills briefly and then let them try it on their own. Encourage perseverance, but stop if the child becomes frustrated as in the following example.
Trainer: Kimmy, how would you like to teach Spot a new trick? This one is really cool, and Spot is going to love it! Here’s what we’re going to do. You take this little treat and rub it on your hand like this [shows how to rub the treat on her palm]. Then we take it away and let Spot smell your hand. We wait until his nose touches your hand, and then I’m going to click and you can give him the treat with your other hand! Let me show you first with my hands [demonstrates]. The click is to tell Spot he’s got it right, sort of like when your teacher puts a star on your paper!

Kimmy: [laughs]

Trainer: You think that’s funny. Do you want to try that? Remind me what we do first!

Kimmy: Rub [shows with her hand].

Trainer: Yep! You’ve got it. Then what do we do next?

Kimmy: Touch the nose.

Trainer: Good! You’re going to wait until Spot puts his nose right on your hand! And can you remind me of that last part—the best part for Spot??

Kimmy: Give the treat!

Trainer: Yes! Let’s give it a try!

Later, the trainer could also explain how the clicker works and help Kimmy learn to use it. Children at this age can grasp the clicker training idea, but they may not click as quickly as desired. Even so, it’s valuable to include them in the process one way or another. I have taught many children at this age to use the clicker, as long as it doesn’t become confusing for the dog. In many cases, the children have done quite well.
Seven to twelve years old
By this age children’s fine motor coordination has greatly improved, although this may lapse during growth spurts. It can be difficult for them to switch from energetic to quieter activities.
These children will learn best through action, not explanation. Their attention spans will have increased to up to 30 minutes, and they show better focus than their younger counterparts, and have a greater tolerance for frustration.
When working with this age group, provide simple, straightforward explanations, followed by brief demonstrations, quickly allowing the child to try the new behavior. Be encouraging, and praise the child’s efforts, as well as any positive outcomes as in the following example.
Trainer: Shall we try to teach Keesie to jump through a hoop?

Marla: Okay.

Trainer: First we have to put the hoop pretty low until Keesie learns what we want. I could use some help moving this down low [hoop is lowered]. I’ll give you some treats and you can go to the other side. I’ll keep Keesie here until you call her over to you. If she comes through the hoop, give her the treat! (The hoop is set up with barricades on the side so the dog is likely to go through.)

[Keesie goes through and Marla gives the treat.]

Marla: [smiles]

Trainer: You did it! You got her through! I like how you called her in a fun voice! Do you want to try that again?

After several successes the hoop is raised; Keesie goes under the hoop instead of through it.

Marla: [rolls her eyes]

Trainer: Bummer! I guess we have to figure out how to tell Keesie what we want again. Any ideas? (Kids at this age usually can figure out how to lure or to change position when calling the dog through).

Marla: [shows the treat to Keesie, and Keesie goes through the hoop]

Trainer: You figured it out! You showed her the treat so she could come through and get it. Nice work! Let’s get your Dad back in here so we can show him. He’s not going to believe this!

Trainer [making a game of it, with Dad watching]: Okay, Marla the Famous Dog Trainer is going to show us a trick she

just taught Keesie! Marla, can you please explain to our audience (Dad) what you are about to do?

Marla: I show the treat, and Keesie comes through.

Trainer: Yes, Ladies and Gentlemen, the Magnificent Marla will now demonstrate the trick! [Marla does the trick with Keesie, and Dad claps]. Wasn’t that great, Dad? Marla helped Keesie learn that right from scratch!

13 to 17 years old (adolescence)
Once they’ve entered adolescence, children are very similar to adults in terms of motor function and vocabulary. They can experience clumsiness during growth spurts, and feel self-conscious about their physical development. They may use bravado to cover their embarrassment.
If a teen you are working with becomes sullen or quiet, it’s best not to force the issue. It’s also important not to talk down to kids at this age. They will not respond well to attempts to use “authority” to gain compliance. It is still important to be generous with praise, even if the child does not seem to respond to it.
Ideas and strategies for involving children in dog training
This section is devoted to ideas and strategies that usually work well with families with children or children’s groups in dog training. Not all children respond the same, and this is intended as a general guide; it should be adjusted as needed. Just as canine professionals learn to read the dog to see how an intervention is working, observing children’s reactions can often tell you if they are responding to what you are doing. Ultimately your focus should be on each individual child. In general, however, the ideas outlined here increase your chances of creating good dog training experiences for children, adolescents, their families, and their dogs (VanFleet, 2008b, 2010a, 2010b). In many ways, these guidelines are effective for work with adults as well.
Depending on your comfort level, children from approximately three years old and up can be included in dog training. Very young children (under about five or six) may not be great candidates for regular family classes due to their short attention spans, although short interactive classes designed for young children can be fun if you are interested in such things. It is fine to establish policies or guidelines about children’s behavior in classes, such as the need to stay with parents and avoid disturbing the dogs with running or shouting. It is also fine to make sure that the parents are aware that they need to be responsible for managing their own children’s behavior.
General guidelines for working with children
Consider their ages. Children as young as two and a half or three years old are capable of learning at least simple dog training methods with the proper instruction, supervision, and patience. Some families will have children of different ages, and it might become necessary to give the older ones a different task while you work with the younger ones. This type of structuring can help everyone feel part of the process. If you work with groups of children, it is best to keep their ages within two to three years of each other. Larger ranges are much more challenging because children have very different learning capacities and require different language and speed of instruction.
Take time to build rapport. Take at least a few minutes to build rapport with each child. Ask children to tell or show you things about their dogs as well as about their interests. Unless the child does something unsafe, simply watch and show interest in what they show you about their dogs. You do not want to start out by giving corrections. Squat down or sit on the floor with them. Like dogs, a child’s world is often filled with adult knees and shins. When you lower yourself, you are entering their world and they feel more comfortable.
Create an animated atmosphere of fun and playfulness. Children are naturals at play. Even teens respond to a lighthearted climate. This is probably one of the single most important guidelines because a light atmosphere helps develop a sense of safety while learning. Like adults, it is hard for children to try new things when they anticipate being criticized. Playfulness adds emotional safety. Effective learning requires taking some risks, and a fun trainer in a pleasant environment creates a safety net for risk taking.
The lightheartedness can be inherent in the activities selected for training (London and McConnell, 2008; Miller, 2008; Pearson and Warth, 2009). Childhood games like Red Light—Green Light, Musical Chairs, or Relay Races played with a dog who must follow the child’s cues while the child follows the trainer’s instructions can be useful in enhancing motivation and ensuring that children are engaged (Bauman, 2005; Dunbar, 2006; VanFleet and Colea, 2012). This approach also helps children and dogs learn patience and better self-regulation, perhaps because it has some playful structure.
Probably the most important way to incorporate playfulness is through your energy level, tone of voice, smiles, and overall demeanor. It’s good to try to overcome your own self-consciousness; if you are self-conscious, the children will be too. If you are loose and relaxed, you will be providing a good role model that is likely to “spread” to the children. It can be difficult to act a little silly when children are looking at you with serious expressions. Keep two things in mind: (a) when children are serious, it probably means they are quite anxious, and (b) playfulness is the best “cure” for anxiety. Over time, most children respond very well to a light demeanor coupled with occasionally bursts of goofiness. I recently ran a training group for eight 14-year-old girls. I joked with them mildly for three sessions before they began laughing and joking back. Later they told me they had been petrified that they would not do well but that my funny antics made them realize that I would not be judging them.
This does not mean that you must become an entertainer. In fact, that is not your role, and if you are focusing on your own comedy performance, you will not be focusing on them. What you want to do is to release your own humor. This is harder for some people than others, but the best way to learn is simply to try. Tell a funny story about your dog and a mistake you made. Gently kid them about their extra-long arms from all the pulling their dogs are doing. Use affirming humor—humor that makes them feel good, and avoid sarcastic humor that can easily be misunderstood and can hurt people. You also want to avoid humor that negates their experience or feelings, such as jokes about a child’s fears.
I have often found it useful to show how dogs pay better attention to humans when they are a little excited and having a good time. I’ll demonstrate using a high, playful voice to get the dog’s attention. Even if the kids look at me funny, I joke about it and then point out what the dog is doing: “I sound pretty silly, don’t I? But look at Kiki—she is coming right over to me to see what kind of party I’m throwing! Okay, let’s try that with your dogs.”
If this all sounds a bit risky and unfamiliar to you, I can assure you that you do have playfulness inside you somewhere; it’s just a matter of finding it and releasing it. This is not about “faking” it; it’s important that you are genuinely you, but this might require a little stretching outside your comfort zone at first. Most people find it refreshing after they overcome their initial discomfort, and Mark Twain had it about right when he said, “Against the assault of laughter nothing can stand.”
Go short on lectures and long on activity. Providing information is important so children know the whys and hows of a particular training method. Their attention spans for verbal information are usually short, however, so think ahead to the two points you wish to make, and focus only on those. If you are explaining something and children are fidgeting or getting distracted, it’s time to stop talking and start doing something. When working with families, I usually ask that the children be present at times when I introduce the skill and we all practice it. They can be excused to go do another activity during longer discussions of behavior, unless they want to be there for that as well. Sometimes I provide dog-related board games or puzzles that children can enjoy while I have the lengthier discussions with their parents.
Teach by demonstration and skills practice. The same training model discussed in Chapter 7 is useful with children. They learn quickly by watching the trainer perform the task one or two times (they lose interest after that). The demonstration should be followed immediately by opportunities for the children to practice the skill. In families, I typically invite the children to practice first, and they usually do. I don’t force those who wish to wait. If parents become critical while their children are practicing, I usually just stop them by saying, “That’s okay. I’ll give her feedback as she goes along. I like to teach this in stages, and I have a way that I like to give feedback.” Critical parents are probably just trying to help, but they can rob children of motivation very quickly, so this gentle interruption of their comments is very important. I do the same if parents are praising the child, saying “I’m glad you’re pleased with his work, but for right now, I’d like to concentrate on giving the feedback myself so you can see what I focus on. Later we can talk about ways you can support him during the week.” This is key because you are modeling for the parents how to give positive reinforcement to their children.
In my own work with dogs in play therapy with children of all ages, I’ve noticed that most children lose attention during demonstrations pretty quickly, so it is good to keep them short. The demonstrations are important, though, because they are the main vehicle through which children will learn what to do. If you see children’s attention drifting during a demonstration, use a light tone of voice to say, “Hey, Jeremy, watch this!” Sometimes, a brief “regression” of your own, done completely in a joking manner, can recapture their attention, such as “Hey Jeremy [stomping a foot], I want to be the center of attention right now! [laughing] Do I have to stand on my head??” Usually the use of animation and humor are much better ways of regaining kids’ attention than serious reminders. No one wants to pay attention to a grump.
Use shaping, encouragement, and praise. Like all people (and canines), children learn best with positive feedback. The use of shaping is particularly important with younger children, such as those who are three to nine years old. Break tasks down into smaller steps, reinforcing each new step in the right direction. As with dogs, reinforcement is most useful when you provide it immediately as the desired behaviors are occurring. And yet again as with dogs, if children don’t seem to be succeeding at a task, it is probably time to back up a step, simplify the expectations, and try again.
Encouragement refers to comments made to help children continue their efforts, such as, “That’s the idea… Good try… A few more tries and I think you’ll get it… I know it’s hard to do that, but you can do it…” The use of social reinforcement—praise—is key to building both competence and confidence. Praise should be sincere, specific, and used liberally during the early learning stages of any new skill. Of particular importance is to praise effort as much as outcomes.
Use repetition and build gradually on prior sessions. Children need repetition to help master new dog handling and training skills, but repetition runs the risk of boredom, so it becomes a balancing act. It is a good idea to ask children to demonstrate what they have worked on since the last time and to polish any rough edges before moving on. Ideally, the trainer adds just a couple new behaviors or skills each time. The combination of prior skill review and teaching of a couple new skills provides continuity and progress. For example, if you taught Place and Follow Me behaviors the last time, you would ask the child to demonstrate those at the start of the session, provide feedback, and then move onto the next skills needed, such as a longer Down-Stay or Loose Leash Walking. Without at least short reviews, earlier skills can fade quickly.
Avoid “how would that make you feel?” teaching methods. When children do things with dogs that are potentially unpleasant or hurtful for the dog, it is tempting to give children a dose of their own medicine, ask them how they feel, and then link that with how the dog is feeling. This is not a good idea. Children are egocentric, so while they might grasp how they themselves are feeling, it is very difficult to transfer that over to another individual (the dog) like this unless they are in their teens. This approach also has the tenor of manipulation, trapping the child in order to make a point. This runs the risk of destroying any trust and rapport you might have.
There are two better alternatives. First, you can simply name the dog’s behavior and in an even tone of voice ask the child if he or she noticed it: “I just saw Skippy back up and turn his head away. Did you see that?” For some children, especially young ones, this is enough for them to alter their behavior. Second, if that doesn’t work, be direct about it: “When you just tried to hit Sidney, he backed away from you. How do you think he felt about that?” or “It seems that Sidney just got very scared when you did that, and I want Sidney to feel safe and happy with you. Let’s try it this other way so we don’t frighten him.” Even very young children are capable of understanding this direct message.
Set firm limits when necessary. Sometimes children’s behavior can get out of control. It is important to set limits on behavior that is unkind or disruptive of the process. Now is the time to leave the playful, fun, animated you behind for a moment and use a calm, firm voice to state a limit. Tell the child what you want him to do, such as, “You need to stop running around the other dogs and come here and hold your dog’s leash.” Most children will respond appropriately to this, and when they do, be sure to reinforce their behavior with a thank you. If children do not respond to this, it is usually appropriate to ask their parents to manage their behavior in the desired direction.
Use concrete, specific language. Because children don’t understand abstract concepts well until they are adolescents, it is best to be very specific and make requests using behavioral language. Demonstrations help with this, as do explanations that are made within the child’s frame of reference: “Y’know how you have to shoot a lot of hoops before you can get really good at it? Same thing for getting Cool Boy to learn this trick. Let’s try it five more times.” Or “Next, I’d like you to walk over to the green chair, sit down and tell Cool Boy to sit down on the floor near you, and then I’ll tell you the next challenge.”
Be a role model. Children learn a great deal by watching others, so it is important that you provide a good role model for them when it comes to interacting with dogs. Whatever you are expecting children to do, be sure that you are doing the same. If you want children to give treats using an open hand, then make sure that you are using an open hand to give treats as well.
Other issues relating to children you may encounter
Children and service dogs
Service dogs can be valuable for children who truly need them, and roles for service dogs with children are expanding. There are also reports of abuses, in which people ask trainers to “certify” their family companion dogs as “service dogs” for various roles or so they can take them to public locations or keep them in an apartment that usually prohibits dogs. Caution is needed if approached for vague or questionable purposes. Canine professionals who have the expertise to train service dogs usually can tell if a request is legitimate or seems questionable.
Other trainers might want to refer to their colleagues with expertise in this area, or to coordinate their efforts with the appropriate medical or mental health professionals involved with the child. If people ask you to help them train a dog for their child or themselves for a purpose that is unclear to you, it is better to steer clear of that request by saying “no.” There is much valuable information available from Assistance Dogs International (www.assistancedogsinternational.org) and from the International Association of Assistance Dog Partners (www.iaadp.org).
Child abuse and animal abuse
There is a strong link between child abuse and animal abuse. Sometimes dog trainers see signs of either or both in the course of their work. Some states have cross-reporting laws between their animal welfare and child welfare agencies, wherein a case of animal abuse in a family with children is also reported to child protective services for investigation.
There are many ethical and legal aspects to this problem, and in the U.S., each state has somewhat different procedures, as do different countries. There is a booklet made available by American Humane on my website (with permission; www.playfulpooch.org, under Resources) called A Common Bond: Maltreated Children and Animals in the Home (Randour and Davidson, 2008). The Department of Health and Human Services also has information available at www.childwelfare.gov. Probably the best thing to do if you suspect animal or child abuse is to contact your local animal welfare and/or child welfare agencies. They can guide you through the process and help determine if the situation is “reportable” (legally speaking). It usually is possible to make an anonymous report.
When parents ask for help with their child’s behavior
Sometimes parents are so impressed by the work of dog trainers and behavior consultants that they ask if some of those same methods might work with their children. While it is true that many methods do apply to children as well, and it is fine to share that information with parents, you do not want to cast yourself into the role of child behavior specialist unless you have those credentials as well. When parents confide some difficult child behaviors that they would like to handle, the best response is to listen empathically and then make a referral to a qualified local mental health professional, either through associations of play therapy professionals (e.g., www.a4pt.org [USA]; www.apt-italia.org [Italy]; www.bapt.info [UK]; www.cacpt.com [Canada]; www.ipta.ie [Ireland]) or other mental health provider associations, such as child and family psychologists, counselors, and therapists.
It is important to keep out of the therapist role. Your job is to help people train their dogs. While your empathy and encouragement and support can facilitate the learning process for the family, if you think they are beginning to treat you like a counselor, it might be time to clarify your role and redirect the family back to the dog training.
Child safety resources
In the United States alone, millions of children are bitten by dogs annually (Pelar, 2007, 2009; www.doggonesafe.com). Facial bites are common because children have a natural tendency to wrap their arms around dogs’ necks and squeeze, behaviors that dogs are not fond of (McConnell, 2002). It is critical that children learn safe behaviors around family dogs and other dogs with whom they come into contact, such as at friends’ homes. Furthermore, parents need to know how to supervise their children around dogs, no matter how nice the child and how nice the dog. There are excellent resources available on these topics (see especially, Pelar, 2007, 2009; www.dreamdog-productions.com; www.doggonesafe.com; www.familypaws.com), and these should be part of every dog trainer’s education and library. To ensure the safety of children and dogs, it is also advisable to teach all family members about canine body language, and the CD called What Is My Dog Saying? (Byrnes, 2008) is particularly useful for doing this with families, and especially when used in conjunction with the other resources listed above.
Summary
Children pose unique challenges for dog training, but they can also be delightful to work with. Their enthusiasm for dogs and their willingness to try new things can make the training experience fruitful and enjoyable. Problems can and do arise, though, and having some additional tools to manage possible difficulties is good. Ultimately, parents are responsible for their children, and you can ask them to manage their children’s behavior so it does not interfere with the tasks at hand.



CHAPTER 9
Handling Common Problems with Human Clients

I have supplied you with a number of tools that will help you be more effective with your human clients, and now I would like to give you a number of specific scenarios or obstacles you are likely to encounter in your work, and how you might artfully navigate them. My hope is that these examples will illustrate how the concepts and skills in previous chapters are integrated and applied together. In each area, I provide steps to address the problem and examples of things you might say if you encounter them. The situations and challenges covered include:
•  “Using food is bribery!”
•  “Fix my dog now!”
•  Shy, withdrawn people
•  Human whisperers and conversationalists
•  Managing monologues
•  Divorce court
•  A different drummer
“Using food is bribery”
Some clients resist the idea of using food or treats as part of the training process, objecting on the grounds that this is bribery. Here are some tips for discussing this problem:
1.  Avoid immediate or defensive reactions. Remind yourself that the objections are not personal.
2.  Listen empathically to see if you can determine why they see it this way.
3.  Acknowledge that sometimes treats are not used properly and that there are some myths surrounding reinforcement-based training.
4.  Emphasize early on that the use of treats is considered a “learning tool” that is used temporarily (mostly) to help dogs learn what we want, and that the treats are given after the behavior to reward it rather than before the behavior as a bribe. Explain that the use of treats is lessened considerably once the dog has learned a behavior.
5.  If clients raise objections, first listen empathically and then give a short response. If they continue to object, ask them if they’d mind if you gave them a demonstration that you could discuss afterward.
6.  Highlight how food is not the only reinforcer that you use. Praise, petting, and play can also be used, and it depends on what the dog is willing to work for.
7.  Ask the clients to share examples from their own lives where they do things for some sort of reward, or how it feels when someone appreciates what they have done. It is okay to offer human parallel examples, but asking them often yields more relevant examples and gives them some ownership of the concept.
8.  Make a distinction between learning new behaviors and building good relationships. Emphasize that our ultimate goal is to build good relationships and that the use of treats is not considered a substitute for the relationship. Treats or other reinforcers are used mostly to motivate and help dogs learn new behaviors. Relationships are built from all our interactions, including consistency, clear communication, calm benevolent leadership, playing, seeing the world from the dog’s point of view, touching and petting, understanding canine communication signals, and working together. Treats can play a role in some of these, but they are a tool to motivate and help dogs understand what we want. Putting it in this broader perspective seems to help people realize that positive reinforcement trainers are not single-minded food pushers.
9.  Provide demonstrations with dogs who have learned some valuable skills but for whom treats have been faded. This can illustrate the eventual outcome and its diminished reliance on treats.
An example of a class discussion about this topic is below. T refers to trainer and C refers to client.
T: We’re going to talk a little about things that motivate dogs. Dogs can be motivated by food or petting or play, among other things. I’d like to talk a little about training with treats, though, since several of you asked me about this. Does anyone have any particular questions or concerns about the use of food rewards?

C1: Yes. I don’t like the idea of bribing dogs to do things. I think they should just do them because they respect me.

T: So you’re not too keen on this idea. You want your dog to do what you ask. What other questions do people have? I’ll jot them down on the flip chart and then I’ll go back and discuss them.

C2: I personally don’t have any issues giving treats, but my dog is already overweight, so I’m not quite sure how that’s going to work. My vet has been after me to get him to lose about seven pounds.

T: Some worries there about treats maybe adding weight instead of taking off the pounds. Okay, let me write that on our list. Any other questions or concerns about this?

C3: I don’t really like the idea that you are constantly popping treats in the dog’s mouth. It seems the dog then becomes more focused on the treats than on you.

T: You want your dog to be focused on you, not the treats. You want to be #1 for your dog! Okay, let me share some information about why and how we use treats. I’ve found that there’s lots of confusion out there about how this works. First of all, dogs and people are quite similar in some ways. They tend to do things that they are motivated to do, and what motivates one person can be different from what motivates another person. Think about your jobs. What are some of the things that motivate you to work hard at your job?

C1 - C3 [in turn share their thoughts]: I enjoy the work itself—I meet lots of interesting people. My paycheck. With the economy the way it is, I don’t want to lose my job.

T: So you can see there are lots of different things that motivate us. Same with dogs. We do know that dogs very often like special tasty treats—it’s sort of like their paycheck for doing things that they ordinarily wouldn’t choose to do [trainer goes on providing information about how food works]. There are some differences between bribery and rewards, though. Bribery is something that is offered up front, before the behavior. Rewards are given after a behavior, sort of like a thank you. The dog has to do the behavior first, and then we give them the reward after. Any questions so far? Another area where people get confused is that they think that we just keep giving treats to dogs forever, but that’s not how it works, either. We do give more treats in the beginning when the dog is first learning something. That helps dogs learn quickly. Once they learn it, though, we begin to give fewer and fewer treats, just as occasional reminders. We reach a point where we only give treats once in a while, but the dog continues to do that behavior for us. Let me show you something with my dog. First, we’ll see a video when my dog did not know this trick of giving me a high-five. You’ll see that I’m giving lots of treats whenever his paw touches my hand. Now that we’ve seen that, let’s get him to give some high-fives here, and notice how often I give him treats [does demonstration]. Not very often at all, right? Okay, what questions do you have?

In every conversation like this, there are two parts—the content and the process. The content refers to what you say, and there can be many different ways of explaining the points you wish to make. The process refers to how you carry on the conversation. In this case, the trainer’s process involved inviting input, listening empathically, collecting the objections and writing them down to show they were taken seriously, giving explanations that would address the objections, using parallel examples about humans to help them understand the concepts, providing a demonstration of how it works, and coming back for more input. For some discussions, the process can be much shorter; for more challenging people or topics, it might be important to include most of these elements.
“Fix my dog now!”
Clients sometimes have pretty unrealistic expectations of what trainers can do and how quickly. They want their problems resolved fast and at low cost, and this just isn’t always possible. These expectations can be frustrating because they are filled with distorted “should” statements and can tap into a distortion you might have, the “uncritical acceptance of critics,” in which you have some hidden expectations of your own that you should be able to do this as well. Guidelines for dealing with any number of unrealistic expectations follow.
1.  Use empathic listening to understand what this is about: “You’re really frustrated with this behavior and need to fix it fast.” There are certainly people who try to take advantage of professionals, but they are a minority. Unrealistic expectations often come from the needs of the person who has them. Starting from a place of understanding rather than judgment is important.
2.  Realign your own internal thoughts to eliminate distortions. Instead of allowing yourself to dwell on “How can he possibly expect me to do this instantly when he has created this problem over the last three years!?!”—mind reading, personalization, blaming, uncritical acceptance of critics leading to your own frustration—replace that line of thinking with a less distorted “He’s frustrated and needs to see some light at the end of the tunnel. This is his way of asking for my help. He probably just doesn’t know what to expect,” which leads to a less emotional reaction.
3.  After listening, clearly explain what you can and cannot do, including timetables if that is feasible. “This problem seems pretty entrenched to me. Your dog has had a lot of practice doing it, and that usually takes a little more time than what you are expecting. I know it’s tempting to think that a few good shocks from an e-collar will set him right, but it actually could make things worse. I’d like to explain what I mean by that and then suggest a different route that is more likely to solve your problem more solidly. I do think we can try to prevent any more of this right away with some management—just to get you some respite and prevent him from practicing bad behaviors, and then we can do the actual training that will help both of you overcome this problem.”
4.  If the client is still listening, you can then go into the details of your methods and your limits—the things you will not do. Because you have listened earlier, the client is often more likely to hear you out at this juncture.
5.  Clients with these urgent needs respond well to an approach that combines good management for problem prevention, work on smaller problems so they experience immediate success on something, and the more involved work on the more challenging problem.
6.  There might be times that the “fix it now” clients will not return, but you can feel satisfied that you gave it your best shot to try to engage them in a realistic way. And you never know when they might show back up at your door with a more conciliatory attitude.
Shy, withdrawn people
Some clients seem timid or shy. They appear perpetually embarrassed or uncertain. They can be quiet, waiting for you to take charge, or they can be serious and intense. If you ask them questions, they seem unable to give a definitive answer. Others seem eager to please but hesitant, perhaps fearful of disappointing you.
1.  Just as with shy or fearful dogs, you cannot “force” it. Concentrate on creating a warm, friendly, safe environment.
2.  If they are in a class, avoid putting them on the spot by calling on them unexpectedly.
3.  Until you know them better, avoid drawing lots of attention to them, positive or negative.
4.  Try to make regular eye contact. They might be very engaged even if they are quiet. Eye contact lets them know you are aware of them and are including them.
5.  During hands-on practice with the dog, be sure to tell them specifically what they are doing well.
6.  The goal is not to get them to talk in the group; the goal is to have them train their dog. As long as that is happening, accept that they just have a different way of approaching things. Often, when the pressure is taken off, they are more likely to volunteer their input.
7.  If clients seem extremely uncomfortable with aspects of your training, pull them aside privately during a break or at the end of a session and invite them to talk about how they are feeling with the process and if there is anything you could do to make it feel more comfortable for them.
Human whisperers and conversationalists
Few things are more annoying in a training class than people who begin having side conversations with people sitting near them. This is a situation that calls for limit-setting, not empathy. It is also one in which you need to risk the ire of the whisperers in order to maintain the attention and integrity of the class. Although I try to avoid embarrassing the talkers, if they fail to take my hints, then I’m prepared to do what is necessary to restore a learning environment for the rest of the class. A useful sequence of interventions is below.
1.  If there is background noise and chit chat, start by addressing the group as a whole. I suggest a firm but pleasant tone of voice to say, “I need it quiet here…May I please have everyone’s attention?” This can also be done in a lighthearted way using a strange noise or an exaggerated throat clearing and a smile.
2.  Be silent for a while. If the conversationalists don’t catch on, some of the other students might say something to them.
3.  If the whisperers begin talking again later, begin to make more eye contact with them. You’ve already tried to be nice about it, so at this point I don’t smile. I just look at them for more extended periods. This is enough for most people to stop talking.
4.  Unfortunately, not everyone understands subtlety, so the next step is to say something a bit more pointed, “I’m having trouble concentrating with the side conversations going on. Could I please have your attention?” This is said while looking at the offending parties. Another option used with children can also be used with adults: “I’ll wait until you’re ready to listen,” followed by silence until the conversation stops.
5.  If the problem persists beyond this point, it is time to take a break and ask to speak to the whisperers, saying, “I need to ask you to wait until after class for your conversations. It is very distracting for me and others when you are whispering. Thanks.” This works best when stated firmly and unapologetically.
This entire process often takes place within just a few minutes, depending on how constantly the conversations are occurring. A relatively quick boundary needs to be put in place so that you don’t lose the interest and goodwill of the other students.
Managing monologues
People who monopolize conversations or give monologues about their dogs or problems can disrupt classes or groups. These are people who are the first to answer every question you ask, who continuously tell stories about their dogs, who interrupt the process with numerous questions, either on topic or not—essentially people who seek lots of attention during class. They may also engage you in extended conversations during breaks and after class has ended. These behaviors can be tiring to manage and they block other group members’ access to you. Like the conversationalists, some boundaries are needed to contain them.
1.  After you realize that a person is monopolizing the class and you have already given a reasonable amount of time and attention, begin to reduce eye contact.
2.  If the individual has already been the first to answer two or three questions, instead of calling on him or her again, simply say, “I’d like to hear from others this time,” or “I’d like to give others a chance to reply first this time.”
3.  If too many dog stories are offered, a comment might be, “I can see that you have lots of stories about Sparkles, but I need to keep us on time. I’d appreciate it if you would save your stories for the breaks unless they directly relate to a question I ask.”
4.  Resist the temptation to ignore these people entirely. While it’s reasonable to ask them to wait until others have had a chance to talk, you still want to permit their input from time to time.
5.  Keep in mind that excessive talking can be a sign of anxiety. It might be useful to establish a structure for the person to talk and stick to it. One option is to tell them that you have five minutes of individual time at the end. Give them the time, but at the end of five minutes make it clear that you need to turn your attention to other tasks. Often they need validation; they want to feel important or valued, so providing positive feedback about the more appropriate things they are doing can help meet that need and sometimes reduce the intrusive behaviors.
6.  Another structure that can work well is to suggest that the person write down their concerns or thoughts and give you their notes at the end. For those with extreme needs for attention, restrict how many pages of notes you will look at. During the next class, if any of the comments relate to the topic, bring them up. This helps the individual feel acknowledged while leaving control of the class in your hands.
7.  Suggest individual sessions if needed.
8.  Learn to interrupt the monologues tactfully: “I’m sorry to interrupt you, Jenny, but I need to move on to the next step. I can talk with you for five minutes at the end of class about the problem you just mentioned.” Or “I know you have lots of good ideas, Cal, but time is short and we need to get training our dogs now.”
9.  If someone frequently calls you to come answer questions during hands-on practice with their dogs, answer the most relevant questions to the task and say, “I think you’ll learn more by actually trying this several times. Then if you still have questions about it at the end, we can talk about it then.”
Divorce court
Some couples probably seem to have wandered by accident into your dog training center on their way to divorce court. They seem to disagree about everything, and especially about how to train the dog. It’s hard to keep the training session or the class on task because they criticize each other or argue about little things, or big things, or nothing at all. It doesn’t take long before you can see why their dog has lowered himself to the ground in a corner. This is a difficult situation because, without intervention, the training will go nowhere.
The key is to help them shift their focus from each other onto you. I can hear you groaning about that idea, but it’s actually not that bad. Once you get their attention, you can ask them to try to put their differences aside and listen to what you are asking them to do. You want to avoid taking sides while you do this—simply tell them that you’d like them to try. It is easiest to illustrate this process with a case example.
Cindy and Barry brought their dog for individual training sessions. As I asked about the problems, they began interrupting and contradicting each other. I held up my hand to stop their bickering and said, “I really want to hear from both of you. I know that couples don’t always see things the same, and that’s okay. What I’ll ask is that you talk to me, one person speaking at a time, and I’ll make sure you each have a chance to say what you want to. That’ll help me get the information I need and still get your different points of view on things.”

Barry began describing some of the dog’s behaviors while I used empathic listening. Not far into the conversation, Cindy interrupted to say that Barry didn’t have it right. I turned to Cindy and said, “Cindy, I know you see it differently, but I want to hear Barry out. Please remember what you want to say, and I promise I’ll get back to you in a minute.” Once Barry finished, I turned back to Cindy: “Okay, Cindy, let me hear what you think about your dog’s behavior.” As Cindy talked, Barry jumped in, and I stopped him just as I had done with Cindy. Eventually they realized that I would hear both of them and the interruptions lessened.

I’d like to say that things went smoothly from there, but as we began the actual training, the criticisms started again. Cindy tried to tell Barry how to do things, and Barry told Cindy she had it all wrong. They were so busy finding fault with each other, they barely listened to what I said to them, so I had to be a little more assertive to make the following point. I was still pleasant, but firm: “I think this will work much better if you each practice with your dog and concentrate on your own skills. I’d appreciate it if you would just watch each other and not say anything. Then I’d like you to listen to the feedback I give, as I think that’ll be helpful to both of you.” Cindy and Barry had strengths in different areas, so the feedback I gave them was individualized and specific to their strengths and areas needing improvement. Occasionally they forgot and began criticizing each other again, but I just reminded them that they should be quiet and listen, and then we would have time for questions at the end of the practice session.

This approach involved structuring the conversation—management, if you will. I provided feedback that showed that each of them had positive aspects to their dog handling and other areas needing work. Over several sessions, my continual work to keep them focused in this manner helped them begin to concentrate more on their own learning than on each other’s. As they both improved, there were fewer differences in what they were doing, and I could ask each of them, in turn, to comment on what the other one was doing well. I still was the only one to give the corrective feedback. As we drew our training sessions to a close, they told me they had initially thought that the dog issues were going to split them up, but that it was so nice that they could agree on a common approach. I told them how well they had done, and I commented about how much happier their dog seemed as well.

A different drummer
It is perplexing, but some people watch your training demonstration and then proceed to do something completely different when you ask them to practice the skill themselves. You ask them to practice loose leash walking, and they march around popping the lead every time they turn. You ask them to give hand signals without talking, and they continue to give non-stop verbal directions to their dog. You ask your class to try an activity with their dogs, and one person tries it once and then sits down and watches everyone else. There seems to be a disconnect of some sort—almost as if the client is in another world.
There are reasons for these behaviors, and you may not always know what they are. There may be anxiety, distractibility, a learning disability or shyness interfering with that individual’s ability either to understand what you are saying or to perform the behavior. Whatever the possible cause, the most likely solution is one that you use with dogs all the time—back up and simplify. Break the task into even smaller segments and ask the client to try one of those. Refrain from long explanations of what you want. Provide another demonstration or two with that client’s dog, and then ask the client to try it again. Remember that people learn best when you model the behavior for them and then they practice it while you provide specific feedback that is mostly positive with only one or two suggestions for change. For some, it just takes longer, and that means that trainers need to exercise more persistence, patience, and creativity. Think about the measuring stick you are using to gauge progress: it needs to be the person’s prior behavior rather than a comparison with other clients or the finished behavior that you are striving to accomplish. If blocks to progress continue, sit down and discuss it with the person. Mention your observations and see how the client is viewing the situation. That might provide just the key you need to take yet another route.



CHAPTER 10
Final Thoughts

Helping people train their dogs is no small undertaking. Not only are you providing tools to help dogs learn new behaviors, but you are doing much of that work through their people, who themselves have to learn new concepts and change their own behaviors. If you teach group classes, you are doing all this, but multiplied.
Interactions between canine professionals and their human clients are complex and variable. Misunderstandings are easy to come by. Each of us carries around at least a few sensitive spots that can be triggered by certain other people or unpleasant situations. As a professional, however, it is part of your job to manage your own feelings so that they do not intrude on the relationship with your client.
When you feel tense or irritated with a client, it is useful to consider the cognitive distortions that might be at play on either side of the relationship. This is an internal exercise for the canine professional to consider whether he or she is perhaps expecting too much with all-or-nothing thinking or “should” statements, jumping to conclusions about what the client is thinking, or using a negative mental filter or magnification that makes the situation look bleaker than it actually is. Recognizing these as distortions can help you regain perspective so that you can handle situations more skillfully. It is also useful to consider some of the cognitive distortions that clients bring to the process at times, in which their labeling or personalization and blaming are making it difficult for them to learn effectively. An awareness of these very human processes can build compassion for your clients that parallels that which you feel for their dogs. Dogs are the way they are for a reason, and so are their people. Your job is to help clients get along better with their dogs, teach their dogs, and solve problems that will let them lead happier lives together.
Dog training is all about change, and people are not always that keen on change. Even when people seek change, as they do when they bring their dog to you, they are probably hoping that if the dogs can make the changes, they won’t have to go through that difficult process themselves. Change rarely follows a nice smooth, linear path. It has its starts and stops, its twists and turns. The more you understand and expect this, the more patience you can have with the people you train.
There are skills and strategies that you can learn and put into practice that promote the kind of collaborative relationship with clients that enhances learning and progress. Among others, they include listening empathically, reducing defensiveness and dissonance, providing demonstrations and skills practice coupled with positive reinforcement and suggestions for improvement, and creating a safe, light-hearted, fun atmosphere for learning. These sound easy enough as they’re listed here, but in actuality, they are complex, finely tuned interpersonal skills that take time to master and apply. While seminars and conferences devoted to dog training and behavior abound, there are far fewer opportunities for canine professionals to develop human relationship skills, even though trainer-client interactions represent at least half of the training equation.
I firmly believe that the mastery and application of these skills enhances dog training and consultation immeasurably. State-of-the-art dog training methods are of little consequence if the dog’s people don’t follow through. When clients feel comfortable with you and believe that you understand them and their needs, they will be more likely to hear and follow what you suggest. This book represents some of the human interaction and human change skills that have worked well for me through decades of work with parents, and in recent years, with clients participating in my dog training and behavior consultation services.
There are no recipes or specific protocols for working with people. If there were, this book would be much shorter! What works is the application of skills and an awareness of the interactive process. While time-tested techniques and strategies are included here, their ultimate value lies in how they are applied. You must watch what is happening in the relationship and adjust to that. Application of the skills becomes part of that adjustment. If clients are frustrated, listen more. If they don’t understand, educate them. If they are struggling, offer encouragement. If they are doing something well, reinforce it. If they aren’t succeeding, make it simpler. If they disrupt the process, set boundaries. If they fail to follow through, help them develop a workable plan. If they become emotional, use your empathy. If they make an effort, have a party. Through it all, create a safe, lighthearted climate for learning and change.
The approaches outlined here are designed to improve trainer-client relationships and increase the likelihood of success in changing human behaviors. The decision to change is the client’s. All you can do is create the conditions under which change becomes more possible, and this involves understanding, motivating, teaching, encouraging, and celebrating the human half of the process just as much as it involves canine training and consultation. Helping people better enjoy life with their canine companions is, after all, another way of helping dogs.
There is a lot of information included in this book. If you concentrate on just a couple new skills or ideas at a time, it will eventually begin to fit together in your work. When I’m feeling overwhelmed, I have found guidance in the words of Arthur Ashe:
Start where you are. Use what you have. Do what you can.

I hope that this resource has added to the tools you have on hand to have a meaningful, positive impact on the people you encounter in your dog training and consultation work.
Working with people can be challenging and frustrating, but it can also be exciting and rewarding. As you watch a client and dog happily romping off into the sunset together, you know that your work will reach into the future. Their relationship is stronger and healthier, and they both are happier. That is your legacy.
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