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COMPASSION ALWAYSW

UNDERSTANDING REACTIVITY IN DOGS

Reactivity isnotaggression. Aggression meansintentto do harm and though reactivitycanlook
aggressive in nature when yourdog isbarking and lunging on leash, there isno intention to do harm.
Many reactive dogslive wellwith otherdogsorplay wellatdog parks, because reac tivity is just your
dog reacting to a specific stimulus. Dogscanbe reactive to a varety of different stimulilike people,
otherdogs, and bicycles.

There are many different reasonsforreac tivity and differentlevels o finte nsity. Bec ause reac tivity is so
complex, we recommend thatyou get professionalin-home help fom an animalbehaviorspecialist
if yourdog isdisplaying any reactive behavior. Phone consultations, inc luding ourBehavior He lpline
cangive you tipson how to manage the reactivity butto completely resolve the behavior, an
animalbehaviorspecialistisrecommended (see ourhandout: “When the Behavior Helpline Can’t
Help”).

Frustration: Some dogs, if restrained by a bamier, like a leashorfence,canbecome amused or
excited atthe sightofa person,dog,orobject. Forexample, when yourdog ison leash and tries to
pulltowards a specific stimulus, they are met with tension from the leash, which leads to frustration
and escalatesthe behaviorto reac tivity.

Fear Some dogsbecome fearfulatthe sightofa person,dog,orobject. Thismaybe the resultofa
specific scary experence thatoccumred in yourdog’slife ordue to the lackofsocialization. Either
way, asthe person,dog,orobjectgetscloser,yourdog isunable to leave due to the leash, which
then forcesyourdog to face the specific stimulus, c ausing reac tivity.

Ieamed behavior When some dogssee a stimuli, like a person,dog,orobjectand proceed to
approachbutare metwith an aversive, like being pulled backon the leash, they may begin to
associate the jerkon leash to the people,dogs,orobjects. This re sults in them reac ting to the stimul
when first seen, which often resultsin more tension on the leash and overtime an escalation in
behaviorto reac tivity.

e Teachyourdog some redirection behaviors like target and “watch me” (see ourhandout:
“Dog ClickerTraining”). Once yourdog knows some ofthese behaviors, use them to redirect
his attention when reac ting.

e Starttraining yourdog ata distance he doesn’treact to the stitmuliand build up to being
closerto the person,dog,orobjectthatcauseshim to react. fyoumove closerand yourdog
startsto react, then you have moved too close too fast. The idea isto only move when your
dog isnotreacting atthatdistance.

o Using treatsand praise, reinforce approprate and calm behaviors when yourdog isamund a
specific stimulusand doesn’treact.

e Avoid exposing yourdog to situations where he ismore likely to show reactivity. Forinstance
avoid walking yourdog attimesofthe day when you know there wilbe many otherpeople
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and dogsout.

Fin a situation where yourdog isreacting and you are unable to redirect, gentlylead your
dog away from the situation.

Spayorneuteryourdog.

Do not punish. Punishment won’thelp and, in fact, willmake the problem worse. Ifthe

reac tivity s mo tivated by fear, punishment wilmake yourdog more fearful, and could lead to
aggression. Attempting to punish orphysically restrain a reactive dog may cause him to
escalate hisbehaviorand islikely to resultin a bite ora severe attack

Do notpullbackon the leash when yourdog isreacting. Same istrue if you know yourdog
willreact; do nottighten up on the leash before a personoranotherdog getscloser.

Do notleave yourdog unattended outside forlong periods of time.
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