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UNDERSTANDING  REACTIVITY IN DO G S 

Re a c tivity is no t a g g re ssio n.  Ag g re ssio n me a ns inte nt to  d o  ha rm a nd  tho ug h re a c tivity c a n lo o k 

a g g re ssive  in na ture  whe n yo ur d o g  is b a rking  a nd  lung ing  o n le a sh, the re  is no  inte ntio n to  d o  ha rm.  

Ma ny re a c tive  d o g s live  we ll with o the r d o g s o r p la y we ll a t d o g  p a rks, b e c a use  re a c tivity is just yo ur 

d o g  re a c ting  to  a  sp e c ific  stimulus.  Do g s c a n b e  re a c tive  to  a  va rie ty o f d iffe re nt stimuli like  p e o p le , 

o the r d o g s, a nd  b ic yc le s.   

The re  a re  ma ny d iffe re nt re a so ns fo r re a c tivity a nd  d iffe re nt le ve ls o f inte nsity.  Be c a use  re a c tivity is so  

c o mple x, we  re c o mme nd  tha t yo u g e t p ro fe ssio na l in-ho me  he lp  fro m a n a nima l b e ha vio r sp e c ia list 

if yo ur d o g  is d isp la ying  a ny re a c tive  b e ha vio r.  Pho ne  c o nsulta tio ns, inc lud ing  o ur Be ha vio r He lp line  

c a n g ive  yo u tip s o n ho w to  ma na g e  the  re a c tivity b ut to  c o mple te ly re so lve  the  b e ha vio r, a n 

a nima l b e ha vio r sp e c ia list is re c o mme nd e d  (se e  o ur ha nd o ut: “Whe n the  Be ha vio r He lp line  Ca n’ t 

He lp ” ). 

W hy Re activity Occurs : 

Frustra tion:  So me  d o g s, if re stra ine d  b y a  b a rrie r, like  a  le a sh o r fe nc e , c a n b e c o me  a ro use d  o r 

e xc ite d  a t the  sig ht o f a  p e rso n, d o g , o r o b je c t.  Fo r e xa mple , whe n yo ur d o g  is o n le a sh a nd  trie s to  

p ull to wa rds a  spe c ific  stimulus, the y a re  me t with te nsio n fro m the  le a sh, whic h le a ds to  frustra tio n 

a nd  e sc a la te s the  b e ha vio r to  re a c tivity.   

Fe a r:  So me  d o g s b e c o me  fe a rful a t the  sig ht o f a  p e rso n, d o g , o r o b je c t.  This ma y b e  the  re sult o f a  

sp e c ific  sc a ry e xp e rie nc e  tha t o c c urre d  in yo ur d o g ’ s life  o r d ue  to  the  la c k o f so c ia liza tio n.  Eithe r 

wa y, a s the  p e rso n, d o g , o r o b je c t g e ts c lo se r, yo ur d o g  is una b le  to  le a ve  d ue  to  the  le a sh, whic h 

the n fo rc e s yo ur d o g  to  fa c e  the  sp e c ific  stimulus, c a using  re a c tivity. 

Le a rne d be ha vior:  Whe n so me  d o g s se e  a  stimuli, like  a  p e rso n, d o g , o r o b je c t a nd  pro c e e d  to  

a p pro a c h b ut a re  me t with a n a ve rsive , like  b e ing  p ulle d  b a c k o n the  le a sh, the y ma y b e g in to  

a sso c ia te  the  je rk o n le a sh to  the  p e o p le , d o g s, o r o b je c ts.  This re sults in the m re a c ting  to  the  stimuli 

whe n first se e n, whic h o fte n re sults in mo re  te nsio n o n the  le a sh a nd  o ve r time  a n e sc a la tio n in 

b e ha vio r to  re a c tivity. 

W hat Yo u  Can  Do  

• Te a c h yo ur d o g  so me  re d ire c tio n b e ha vio rs like  ta rg e t a nd  “wa tc h me ”  (se e  o ur ha nd o ut: 

“Do g  C lic ke r Tra ining ” ).  Onc e  yo ur d o g  kno ws so me  o f the se  b e ha vio rs, use  the m to  re d ire c t 

his a tte ntio n whe n re a c ting . 

• Sta rt tra ining  yo ur d o g  a t a  d ista nc e  he  d o e sn’ t re a c t to  the  stimuli a nd  b uild  up  to  b e ing  

c lo se r to  the  p e rso n, d o g , o r o b je c t tha t c a use s him to  re a c t.  If yo u mo ve  c lo se r a nd  yo ur d o g  

sta rts to  re a c t, the n yo u ha ve  mo ve d  to o  c lo se  to o  fa st.  The  id e a  is to  o nly mo ve  whe n yo ur 

d o g  is no t re a c ting  a t tha t d ista nc e .  

• Using  tre a ts a nd  p ra ise , re info rc e  a p pro pria te  a nd  c a lm b e ha vio rs whe n yo ur d o g  is a ro und  a  

sp e c ific  stimulus a nd  do e sn’ t re a c t. 

• Avo id  e xp o sing  yo ur do g  to  situa tio ns whe re  he  is mo re  like ly to  sho w re a c tivity.  Fo r insta nc e  

a vo id  wa lking  yo ur d o g  a t time s o f the  d a y whe n yo u kno w the re  will b e  ma ny o the r p e o p le  
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a nd  d o g s o ut.   

• If in a  situa tio n whe re  yo ur d o g  is re a c ting  a nd  yo u a re  una b le  to  re d ire c t, g e ntly le a d  yo ur 

d o g  a wa y fro m the  situa tio n. 

• Sp a y o r ne ute r yo ur d o g . 

W hat No t To  Do           

• Do  no t p unish.  Punishme nt wo n’ t he lp  a nd , in fa c t, will ma ke  the  pro b le m wo rse .  If the  

re a c tivity is mo tiva te d  b y fe a r, p unishme nt will ma ke  yo ur d o g  mo re  fe a rful, a nd  c o uld  le a d  to  

a g g re ssio n.  Atte mp ting  to  p unish o r p hysic a lly re stra in a  re a c tive  d o g  ma y c a use  him to  

e sc a la te  his b e ha vio r a nd  is like ly to  re sult in a  b ite  o r a  se ve re  a tta c k. 

• Do  no t p ull b a c k o n the  le a sh whe n yo ur d o g  is re a c ting .  Sa me  is true  if yo u kno w yo ur d o g  

will re a c t; d o  no t tig hte n up  o n the  le a sh b e fo re  a  p e rso n o r a no the r d o g  g e ts c lo se r.   

• Do  no t le a ve  yo ur d o g  una tte nd e d  o utsid e  fo r lo ng  pe rio d s o f time .   


