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Why are vaccines pushed, but not basic care?
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W
hy are vaccinations so over-
promoted by veterinarians? I’m 
begging for someone to explain 
this. Because, from my perspective, 
there are so many more serious 

threats to dogs’ health and well-being than 
whether they receive the fourth or fifth or 
tenth DHLPP vaccine in their adult lives. 

Let me be clear: I sincerely wish for all 
dogs to be vaccinated when it’s necessary. 
Spend enough time in an animal shelter in a 
poor district and you will see precisely how 
deadly it is to be an unvaccinated dog. Puppies 
and adolescent dogs should be vaccinated, 
and then – in my opinion and that of a slowly 
growing number of enlightened veterinarians 
– dogs should be given an antibody titer test. 
This will determine whether they are ade-
quately protected from the diseases for which 
they were vaccinated. For more detail on this 
topic, see Lisa Rodier’s article, “Annual Vet 
(Not Vaccine) Visits,” on page 4.

Practically every time I go to a vet 
clinic, though, I witness the most disturbing 
exchanges between the office staff and the cli-
ents about vaccinations. I’ve been astonished 
at the aggressiveness with which the vaccines 
have been promoted – particularly when the 
clients’ dogs had more serious health issues 
that were screaming out for attention!

For example: A man comes in with an old 
dog; she looked at least 12 or older. She’s 
obese, arthritic, and covered with what appear 
to be fatty tumors. She has no collar. Why 
are they there? A wellness exam and blood 
chemistry? To find out how to reduce the 
dog’s weight and improve her mobility? No. 
“I got one of them postcards?” 
he says to the receptionist, and 
he gives his name. “Right,” she 
replies. “Your dog needs her 
annual vaccinations. Take a seat, 
we’ll be right with you.” 

I thought, “Okay, don’t jump 
to conclusions. If it wasn’t for 
the postcard, this guy may not 
have ever brought the dog to 
the vet. Maybe once the tech 

and the vet see the dog, they’ll realize she 
has more serious health issues that need to 
be addressed.” 

Only that didn’t happen. A few minutes 
later, a technician calls the man’s name, and he 
takes the dog into an exam room, and comes 
back out about two minutes later. Pays his 
bill and leaves. Zero conversation about the 
myriad things that are far more likely to kill 
his senior dog than parvo or distemper. 

Another time I visited a vet hospital during 
a “low-cost vaccine clinic.” (I was there to buy 
heartworm preventative.) In front of me was 
a couple with two mixed-breed dogs. Both 
dogs had skin problems. Both had collars; 
neither had an ID tag. The male was intact; 
the female clearly had a litter of puppies in 
recent weeks – judging from the appearance 
of her teats, probably not her first litter. They 
were there to get the dogs vaccinated. What 
for? They didn’t know, and the dogs had not 
been to that office before. They asked the 
receptionist, “What do they need?” 

If they asked me, I would have answered, 
“Sterilization surgery, identification, heart-
worm tests, and a flea control product.” 

But the receptionist didn’t blink. “Well, we 
have a lot of vaccines. There’s the ‘annual,’ 
plus rabies, and a lot more . . .” The matter was 
settled by how much money the man had in 
his pocket; they got the “annual,” plus rabies. 
Not one word about the puppies. 

The profit on vaccines (especially at a 
low-cost clinic) can’t be that great; a vet could 
make way more money by providing the ser-
vices dogs really need. So why don’t they do 
that? Or, at least, spend a few minutes educat-

ing their clients about their 
dogs’ more urgent needs? 
I’ll bet more adult dogs die 
in American shelters from a 
lack of ID than from a lack 
of vaccinations. And why 
wouldn’t a vet promote spay 
and neuter surgery to people 
whose dogs clearly need it? 
I honestly don’t 
understand. 
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By Pat miller, CPDT-KA, cdbc

Taking Off the Brakes

I
Five things to do when your dog won’t budge.

t’s frustrating and embarrassing when 
your dog puts on the brakes and re-
fuses to move. If he’s small you can 
pick him up and carry him; although 
that might not be the best training so-

lution, at least it gets you out of there and 
you can save face. But what if it’s a Great 
Dane, a Newfoundland, or any breed – or 
combination of breeds – that’s too big to 
be portable? Whether your dog is giant or 
tiny, here are five things to do when your 
dog gets stuck in neutral:

Evaluate possible medical prob-
lems: Your dog may be in pain or 
otherwise not feeling up to par, and 

the last thing she wants is a jaunt around 
the block. If your dog refuses to move rou-
tinely, or even occasionally – not just once 
– it’s time for a trip to the dog doctor to 
look for a physical reason. You don’t want 
to force her to walk if she’s hurting.

Look for environmental aversives: 
Pavement gets painfully hot on warm 
sunny days – enough to cause con-

siderable discomfort. Prickly weed seeds, 
sharp stones, sometimes even 
tall or wet grass can be aversive. 
(Dog boots can protect paws 
from surfaces that cause dis-
comfort.) Maybe your dog is just 
hot and trying to stay in a shady 
spot! Be sensitive to aversive en-
vironments you can avoid; walk 
your dog morning and evening 
on very hot days. Conversely, 
maybe he needs a down jacket or 
more indoor exercise on frigidly 
cold winter days.

Consider fear issues: A 
temporary environmental 
aversive can create  a 

negative association with the 
location where it occurs. Maybe 
your dog stepped on a bee and 
got stung, or a loud scary noise 

happened at his sticking spot. If his body 
language tells you he’s worried or fearful 
(head down, looking away, ears back, 
leaning back, perhaps even showing a whale 
eye and trembling), you’ll need to counter-
condition at the place (or places) where he 
shows fear. (For in-depth information on 
counter-conditioning, see “Reducing Your 
Dog’s Anxieties,” WDJ April 2007.) Even 
better, identify specifically what causes his 
fear, and counter-condition that stimulus 
in a safer environment first, before trying 
it on a walk. 

If he puts on the brakes as you approach 
the car, something about the car may be 
aversive. Counter-condition! Perhaps 
there’s a reactive dog behind a fence. If 
your dog gets sticky as you approach a 
barking, growling, berserk dog behind 
a fence, he may not be comfortable 
being barked and snarled at as you walk 
past. Cross the street, and then counter-
condition to convince him that a snarling 
dog makes chicken fall from the sky, and/or 
arrange with your neighbors to have their 
dog indoors when you’re going to walk 
your dog. 

action p lan

Reinforce movement: If you always 
click and treat your dog for sitting 
when you stop, she may decide that 

stopping gets reinforced. Spend lots more 
time clicking for movement. If she does 
get stuck, avoid luring to get her unstuck, 
so she doesn’t learn to put the brakes on in 
order to get you to bring out the treats.

Do stuff she loves: These four tips 
are good for prevention and diag-
nosis. But what do you do in the 

moment, when your dog won’t move? 
Do something that she loves, to get her 

mind off being stuck and get happy about 
moving. If she gets happy about targeting, 
play-target in a direction she is willing to 
move (usually back the way you came 
from). When she’s acting playful, target 
forward in the direction you want to go. 
Play a simple “Find it!” game, by tossing 
treats on the ground in the direction she’s 
willing to go, and then repeat the game in 
the other direction. Play with a ball, play 
tug, play any games that get her happy and 
moving. If it’s safe to do so, put her on a 
long line and run past her, fast, to the end 

of the line to see if she’ll chase 
happily after you. (Don’t use 
your “come” cue; do use random 
happy chatter). 

If she gets stuck going home 
on walks because she’d rather 
stay out and have fun with you, 
backchain going home (start 
close to your front door and 
gradually move farther and far-
ther away). Each time you arrive 
home, have a fantastic play party 
with her favorite toys and games 
so she eagerly looks forward to 
going home and having fun. 

Pat Miller, CPDT-KA, cdbc, of 
Fairplay, Maryland, is WDJ’s 
Training Editor. See page 24 for 
contact info for Pat or her Peace-
able Paws training center.

1

2

3

4

5

Most balking dogs have a good reason for digging in their 
heels, and it’s usually either pain- or fear-related. Not 
surprisingly, dragging them fails to improve either issue.
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health over time, and develop a relation-
ship with our dog and us. 

While these annual trips to the vet 
might now be called “wellness checks” 
rather than “vaccine visits,” the odds are 
good that the topic of vaccines will come 
up. And despite our good intentions, many 
of us head in with our dog for his annual 
exam and feel blindsided as the vet sug-
gests an array of vaccines for our dogs. 
Often, we nod in agreement, get that “deer 
in the headlights” look and agree with her 
recommendations (she is the expert after 
all), then go home with regrets.

Remember the Scout motto and “Be 
prepared” as you get ready for your dog’s 
next veterinary appointment. Being pre-
pared means more than remembering to 
take your dog’s leash, collar with ID, treats, 
and showing up on time, on the right day, 

By lisa rodier 

Annual Vet (Not Vaccine) Visits

Y
What you need to know and do when you get “that” postcard.

ou check your mailbox and there 
it is: a reminder postcard from your 

dog’s veterinarian. If you’re like 
many of us dog owners, you groan 
and toss the card aside. 

If you’ve not yet found an enlightened, 
up-to-date veterinarian, the postcard is 
likely to say, “It’s time for your dog’s 
annual vaccinations! Call us today for an 
appointment!” 

We hope, however, that you’ve done 
your homework and found a veterinary 
practice whose postcards say something 
more like, “It’s time for your dog’s well-
ness examination! Call us today for an 
appointment!”

What’s the difference? In 2003, the 
American Animal Hospital Association 
(AAHA) revised its vaccination guidelines, 
recommending that vets vaccinate adult 
dogs only every three years – not annually. 
Many enlightened veterinarians changed 
their canine healthcare protocols to reflect 
the guidelines, and now suggest annual 
wellness examinations with vaccinations 
only every three years. 

In WDJ’s opinion (and that of the 

experts we consult), annual vaccination for 
most canine diseases is unnecessary and 
potentially harmful. Dog owners should 
avoid employing those old-fashioned 
veterinarians who recommend annual 
vaccines. Owners should also avoid those 
veterinary service providers who provide 
inexpensive vaccines and other routine 
care without the benefit of a relationship 
with you and your dog beyond a brief 
transaction in a parking lot or pet supply 
store. While the financial cost of vaccine 
clinics may be appealing, the fact is, 
your dog’s health may pay the price of 
unnecessary or inappropriate vaccines.

Be prepared
That said, don’t think for a minute that 
you need to take your dog to the vet only 
every three years. It’s imperative that you 
take your canine companions in for yearly 
checkups. Rather than throw that postcard 
in the trash, pick up the phone and call for 
an appointment. Yearly wellness examina-
tions help our veterinarian develop a good 
baseline on our dog’s health, be better 
able to take notice of subtle changes in his 

health

What you can do . . .

Keep accurate records of your 
dog’s vaccination and titer 
history.

Arm yourself with accurate, 
credibly sourced information 
when having a discussion with 
your veterinarian about vaccine 
protocols.

Consider using antibody titer 
tests to accurately detemine 
whether your dog needs to be 
re-vaccinated.

Commit to taking your dog to 
your veterinarian for annual 
checkups; 
consider twice-
annual visits 
for dogs seven 
years of age 
and older.

■

■

■

■

“Yeah, hmm, I don’t think so.” The fact that you receive a postcard from your 
veterinarian suggesting that your dog is “due” for certain vaccines does NOT 
mean your dog must have those vaccines! 
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with the right dog. How to best prepare 
for your dog’s annual veterinary visit and 
be ready for a discussion on the most ap-
propriate vaccine strategy for him?

■	 Bring veterinary records and/or a list 
with you of your dog’s vaccination his-
tory; do not assume the veterinary clinic 
will have all the most recent information, 
especially if you’ve changed clinics. Other 
test dates and results to bring include most 
recent heartworm test, antibody titer test 
results, and blood and/or urinalysis test 
results. Ideally, you’ll collect all the data 
ahead of time and enter into a table so that 
you have a timeline of the pet’s life. 

My dogs’ veterinarian, Susan Wynn, 
DVM, recommends creating a table with 
vaccines/yearly wellness test along the 
vertical axis, with dates along the top. If 
visiting a new clinic, chances are they’ll 
want proof that your summary is accurate, 
so request copies of any previous vet re-
cords for your dog’s new file.

■	 Have a clear idea in your mind whether 
you want/need your dog to receive any 
vaccinations (and for which diseases), an 
antibody titer test, or none of the above. 
If you are unsure, cultivate a good under-
standing of the vaccines available (see 
page 7 for a list of past WDJ articles on 
the topic). And ask your veterinarian if any 
particular vaccines are warranted due to 
conditions in the area in which you live.

■	 Educate yourself using reputable 
sources so that you can have an intelligent 
conversation with your veterinarian on the 
pros and cons of vaccination for your dog; 
a good place to start are the AAHA Guide-
lines. Writings and research by Ronald 
Schultz, PhD, DACVIM, and Jean Dodds, 
DVM, are also excellent references.

■	 Know the status of your dog’s health, 
and whether he has any health or behav-
ioral issues that your veterinarian should 
be aware of.

■	 Bring a list of your dog’s current medi-
cations and supplements, including dose, 
strength, and frequency. 

■	 Have an idea of what the visit will cost, 
including any tests, to avoid sticker shock 
or making hasty (bad) decisions based 
solely on price. Call ahead.

■	 Be prepared to take your dog and go 

home if you are uncomfortable with your 
veterinarian’s recommendations. There’s 
no need to get nasty or defensive. We 
suggest something along the lines of, “I’m 
not sure I’m comfortable with those recom-
mendations. I’d like to go home and think 
about them.”

If you are going to see a veterinarian 
who is new to you and your dog, consider 
making an appointment with the veteri-
narian, without your dog, to discuss her 
philosophy toward vaccinations and anti-
body titer tests.

Even a little education
goes a long way
Michelle Kitzrow, of Sugar Hill, Georgia, 
had a change in thinking regarding vaccine 
protocols after hearing immunology 
expert Dr. Schultz speak on the topic 
(see “Vaccinations 101,” WDJ August 
2008). Armed with a new understanding 
of vaccine protocols, Kitzrow took her 
then-four-year-old Bouvier, Casey, in to 

see her longtime veterinarian for Casey’s 
annual exam. 

She admits that it “wasn’t very easy” 
to convince her veterinarian that, in lieu 
of vaccinations, Casey should receive an 
antibody titer test to determine whether she 
had what vaccination experts regard as a 
“protective level” of circulating antibod-
ies from past vaccinations. But in the end, 
Kitzrow’s veterinarian relented, and agreed 
to take and send a blood sample off to a lab 
for the titer test. 

Kitzrow believes that it was the rela-
tionship she already had established with 
Casey’s veterinarian, along with a new 
and accurate understanding of vaccines, 
that helped her veterinarian to support her 
decision. “He knows that I bring in my 
dogs regularly for veterinary care, and 
he trusts me to do the right thing. He also 
appreciated that I had taken the time to 
educate myself about vaccine protocols 
and titers.”

An acquaintance of mine, Diane (name 
changed at her request), had a bit harder 

Canine Vaccine Basics
Core vaccines protect animals from severe, life-threatening diseases that have 
global distribution. According to the AAHA, core vaccines that every dog should 
receive initially as a puppy (a series of three vaccines given between 8-16 weeks 
of age) are: 

•	 canine distemper (CDV)
•	 canine parvovirus 2 (CPV-2)
•	 canine adenovirus 2 (CAV)

The core vaccines should be administered one year later, and every three years 
thereafter, unless antibody titer test results indicate that the dog possesses antibody 
levels that have been determined to be protective. (For more about titer tests, see 
“Dog Vaccination Information [Vaccination 101],” WDJ August 2008.) 

The rabies vaccine is also considered a core vaccine, but should be given 
once at age 12 to 16 weeks (or as late as local law allows), then again one year 
later, followed by every three years. (Unfortunately, some locales require rabies 
vaccination more frequently than every three years, so check your local laws.)

Non-core vaccinations should be administered only to dogs whose geographi-
cal location, local environment, or lifestyle place them at risk of contracting each 
of the specific infections. These vaccines are:

•	 Bordetella bronchiseptica (kennel cough) & parainfluenza
•	 Borrelia burgdorferi (Lyme)
•	 Leptospirosis

Vaccines not recommended, per 2006 AAHA Guidelines are:

•	 coronavirus (CCV)
•	 giardia

Note: The above recommendations are per the AAHA. Dr. Dodds no longer 
recommends the CAV vaccine, and advocates administration of the initial rabies 
vaccine after 20 weeks of age (if allowable by local law).
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time at the annual exam convincing her 
veterinarian to check her dog’s antibody 
titers instead of reflexively vaccinating 
– despite an 18-year relationship with 
her dogs’ veterinary clinic and the fact 
that she takes in her dogs twice a year 
for checkups. Diane’s 16-month-old 
Bouvier had received a puppy vaccine 
series, with the final boosters given 
after she was 16 weeks of age. The 
series included distemper, hepatitis 
(adenovirus), parvovirus, parainflu-
enza (shorthand for this combination 
of four vaccinations is DHPP), rabies, 
Leptospirosis, and Bordetella. 

“At my dog’s most recent vet 
checkup, I requested that only the 
rabies vaccine be given. I asked that 
titers be checked for distemper and 
parvovirus, and I requested a SNAP® 4Dx® 
test, which checks for heartworm disease, 
as well as the most prevalent tick-borne 
diseases: ehrlichiosis, Lyme disease, and 
anaplasmosis. 

“I declined the combo, ‘all-in-
one’ vaccine for distemper, hepatitis, 
parvovirus, and parainfluenza, as well as 
the Leptospirosis and Bordetella vaccines. 
I did not want all of those vaccines given 
at the same time and hoped that the titer 
results would show adequate immunity. 
I was adamant that my dog receive only 
the rabies vaccine at that time. The vet 
marked ‘refused’ on my dog’s chart next 
to the other vaccines she wanted my dog 
to receive that day.”

Diane understands that Lepto and 
Bordetella need to be given at least yearly 
to be effective, but has made the decision 
not to re-vaccinate her dog for those dis-
eases at this time and understands the risk. 
Dr. Wynn notes that while we as clients 
might consider a notation of “refused” on 
our dog’s chart to be judgmental on the 
veterinarian’s part, the reason that the vet 
must note in the file that the client declined 
vaccination is to limit liability in case the 
animal is infected with that disease and 
subsequently blames the vet. (Dr. Wynn 
assures me that this has happened.)

“In this particular situation, it turns 
out that my decision to decline all of the 
‘recommended’ vaccines, except for the 
rabies booster, was a good choice as the 
SNAP 4Dx (checked in-house afterward) 
indicated that my dog has Lyme disease. A 
follow-up Lyme Quantitative C6 Antibody 
Test confirmed an active Lyme disease 
infection, which means that her immune 
system was already compromised at the 

time of the exam. The distemper and parvo 
vaccine titers showed adequate immuno-
logic response, indicating that my dog 
was still protected against these diseases, 
most likely from her previous round of 
vaccinations.” 

In fact, vaccinating a dog who has an 
active Lyme infection might have been 
harmful. “It is never wise to vaccinate a 
dog whose immune system is preoccupied 
with something else,” asserts internal 
medicine specialist Nancy Kay, DVM, 
DACVIM, author of Speaking for Spot: Be 
the Advocate Your Dog Needs to Live a 
Happy, Healthy, Longer Life. “The vaccine 
might ‘distract’ the immune system from 
the more important task at hand. Also, in 
theory and for the same reason, the vaccine 
might not be as likely to create protective 
immunity.”

Similar to Kitzrow, Diane finds that 
“Although my dogs’ veterinarian gets 
exasperated by the decisions I make that 
are counter to her recommendations, she 
knows that I appreciate and respect her 
knowledge and experience. I always ask 
for her advice regarding my pets’ well-
being and do not hesitate to bring my pets 
to the hospital whenever I have concerns 
about their health, above and beyond 
checkups twice a year. She is also aware 
that I obtain information from a variety of 
other sources and that I become concerned 
and wary when there is a real discrepancy 
or controversy. 

“Although she stresses the importance 
of following her recommendations, she 
has come to understand that I feel a strong 
sense of personal responsibility in the 
decisions made and their effect on the 
long-term well-being of my pets. If I have 
serious doubts about a stand that she takes, 

I will seek a second opinion, elsewhere. 
On this day, I guess you could say that 
we agreed to disagree.”

Diane is a little saddened that she 
and the veterinarian were unable to 
reach common ground, or at least 
have a more comfortable dialogue, 
noting, “It’s important for me to have 
a good rapport with the vets who care 
for my beloved pets. It’s important to 
me that they consider themselves an 
essential part of a team working for 
the well-being of the animals. Open 
communication and teamwork between 
pet owners and their veterinarians is 
essential.”

How antibody titer tests 
may affect your decisions
Antigens are any substance that the im-
mune system identifies as an invader 
and responds to by producing a chemical 
defense: antibodies. When everything is 
working as it should, your dog’s immune 
system will recognize disease antigens that 
were introduced to his system via a vaccine 
(weakened or killed) or by natural expo-
sure to the antigen that causes the disease 
(viral or bacterial). 

A “titer” is a measurement of how much 
antibody to a certain antigen is circulating 
in the blood at that moment. The result is 
usually expressed in a ratio. A positive 
titer test result is strongly correlated with 
a good antibody response to either a recent 
infection or vaccination. A dog who has 
received “core” vaccines and who displays 
a positive antibody titer test result should 
be considered protected from the diseases 
for which he was vaccinated (meaning, he 
doesn’t need vaccines at that time).

Your dog must undergo a blood draw 
in order to have an antibody titer test. Labs 
such as Antech, IDEXX, and most veteri-
nary college laboratories offer these tests. 
Antibody titer testing is typically run for 
parvovirus and distemper, since the dog’s 
antibody response to these two antigens is 
highly predictive as to the dog’s immuno-
logic competence in dealing with any other 
antigen to which he has been exposed. 

Rarely, there are exceptions. When 
an antibody titer test is negative, the 
owner and veterinarian should consider 
revaccinating and then testing the titers 
again. It may turn out that the animal 
simply needed another exposure to the 
antigen in order to stimulate a stronger 
immune response. Or, it may develop 
that the dog lacks the ability to respond 

Antibody titer test results showing that no, 
Otto does NOT need to be vaccinated yet!
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normally to vaccines, that is, by mounting 
a proper immune response. In this case, 
the owner and veterinarian have gained 
very valuable information about the dog’s 
compromised immune status – information 
they never would have gained by simply 
vaccinating and assuming the dog was 
“protected,” as is usually the case with 
healthy dogs. 

Dr. Kay comments, “There are several 
reasons I can think of why a vet might be 
loathe to run titers, but of these, I consider 
only a couple of them to be ‘honorable.’” 
Two examples she gives are:

■	 Some veterinarians question the ac-
curacy of titers in terms of accurately 
assessing immunity.

■	 If a dog is truly at a high risk of infec-
tious disease, revaccination might be a 
safer bet than relying on the results of an 
antibody titer test. She adds, “Very few 
dogs are truly in this situation, such as 
those who live in the midst of lots of com-
pletely unvaccinated dogs and in a lower 
socioeconomic setting.”

When I pressed Dr. Kay on the first 
point, asking what information “Dr. Doe” 
would have that trumps information pro-
vided by someone such as Dr. Schultz, 
she replied, “You will get no argument 
from me on this. I suppose that if Dr. Doe 
professes that titer tests are not accurate, 
one could ask to see the data that leads him 
(or her) to this conclusion.”

Although Dr. Wynn adds, “If a distem-
per or parvo titer is positive, we know that 
the dog is protected. If it is negative, the 
dog might be protected, but we have no 
practical further test to know whether or 
not it is. Hence, some veterinarians have 
said the titer isn’t accurate to point out 
that we don’t know what a negative titer 
means.” In the case of negative titers, 
Dr. Schultz recommends revaccination, 
even though the dog could already be 
protected.

If you choose to vaccinate
If you determine that your dog is in need of 
vaccination, consider the following:

■	 Ask the veterinarian to perform the 
health exam and other tests first; you might 
even wait to vaccinate until those results 
are in, and schedule a follow-up vaccine 
visit once you know your dog is in the 
clear, health-wise.

■	 Avoid a combination vaccine (five-in-
one-type vaccinations) that offers multiple 
vaccines in only one shot. Note: some 
veterinary clinics only carry this type of 
vaccine. We recommend that you look 
elsewhere for care.

■	 Do not vaccinate your adult dog more 
frequently than every three years (unless 
local conditions suggest a heightened need 
for Lepto, Bordetella, or Lyme vaccines; 
these each last a year or less).

■	 At a minimum, try to schedule the ra-
bies vaccine for a different visit than the 
other vaccines, if your dog needs them. The 
rabies vaccine should be administered by 
itself at a later date, apart from the other 
three “core” vaccines (distemper, parvo-
virus, and adenovirus), and in another part 
of the dog’s body.

If you’re considering vaccinating sim-
ply for financial reasons (because vaccines 
cost less than running a titer test) a well-
planned vaccine/titer strategy might have 
you coming out ahead in the long run if you 
scale back on vaccines and run titers on a 
strategically planned schedule. 

Veterinary medicine today has ad-
vanced to the point of acknowledging that 
there is no single “perfect” vaccine pro-
gram; vaccine programs must be tailored to 
the specific needs of each animal. Although 
there is a tendency to want to treat all dogs 
the same, the program should be designed 
for the individual, not the masses. The 
dog’s health, age, environment, activities, 
lifestyle, and whether he has previously 
had any adverse vaccine reactions all need 
to figure in to the equation.

If you encounter a veterinarian who 
continues to advocate yearly vaccination, 
schedule a sit-down talk with her, or take 
your business elsewhere. In Dr. Kay’s 
book, she notes that a “deal breaker” 
when choosing a veterinarian is when the 
clinician “vaccinates dogs for everything, 
every year.”

It’s up to you
Don’t expect your veterinarian to ask 
you broadly what you want to do when 
you take your dog in for an annual exam. 
Most veterinarians, unless prompted by 
the client, will assume that you’re there 
for “the usual” and will go ahead and 
recommend annual vaccinations. It is up 
to you to educate yourself and advocate 
for your dog and know what vaccines and 
tests might benefit him, and to know the 
laws concerning how frequently the rabies 
vaccine must be administered.

If you and your veterinarian are not on 
the same page, try having a rational, objec-
tive discussion. Put yourself in her position 
and try to understand her concerns. Take a 
step back to be sure that what you propose 
is reasonable. Keep in mind that taking 
your dog in regularly for annual checkups 
will help your veterinarian to develop 
further trust in you and your intentions. If 
you’ve got a good relationship and you’re 
armed with the facts, you just might be able 
to reach common ground. 

Lisa Rodier is a frequent contributor to 
WDJ. She lives in Alpharetta, Georgia, 
with her husband and two Bouviers, and 
volunteers with the American Bouvier 
Rescue League.

Resources Mentioned in This Article
American Animal Hospital Association (AAHA) 2006 Canine Vaccine Guidelines
American Animal Hospital Association, Lakewood, Colorado; (800) 883-6301
aahanet.org/PublicDocuments/VaccineGuidelines06Revised.pdf

Dr. Dodds Protocol for Minimal Vaccine Use 
(NOTE: Dr. Dodds does not recommend the CAV/adenovirus 2 vaccine that the AAHA and 
Dr. Ron Schultz does.) itsfortheanimals.com/DODDS-CHG-VACC-PROTOCOLS.HTM

 past WDJ articles

“Vaccinations 101 (Dog Vaccination Information),” August 2008

“Shots Fired: Professional veterinary associations are calling for a reduced canine 
vaccination protocol,” November 2006

“Hot Shots: Understanding Canine Vaccination,” June 2005

“Take the Titer Test,” December 2002
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imposed by the opaque material, the need 
for increased clearances around the house, 
and even being gouged by the thick plastic 
tabs that are supposed to be belted by the 
dog’s collar at the base of the cone. 

But many dogs seem to suffer more 
from the cones than from whatever neces-
sitated their use! I’ve known many dogs 
who wouldn’t eat or drink with a cone 
on. I’ve seen some dogs who, after bash-
ing into doorways and furniture, became 
extremely reluctant to move – or even lift 
their bodies or heads from the floor – as 
long as the cone was on.

Very recently, this very thing happened 
to a friend’s Shetland Sheepdog, Rickey, 
who had to undergo a long and complicated 
surgery. His surgeon removed a large (but 

By NAncy kerns 

A Better Cone

M
Alternatives to classic “Elizabethan” collars are more comfortable 

and just as effective for your dog.

y mother once phoned me to tell 
me that one of our family dogs, 
an oversized German Shepherd, 
had required surgery for an 
embedded foxtail in one of his 

back paws. She told me that the vet sent 
her home with a gigantic plastic disc that 
she understood was to be put on the dog, 
to prevent him from licking or chewing his 
bandage or paw. Giggling, my mother told 
me, “Your father put it together . . . but how 
do I put it on the dog? I mean, is he sup-
posed to look like a tulip or a prince?”

I could understand her confusion. The 
dog was so leggy that he actually could 
wear the Elizabethan collar either way; 
wearing a conventional “cone” like a 
“prince” would render dogs with shorter 
legs immobile. In contrast, most dogs 
have to wear these protective cones the 
way in which they were designed to be 

worn – like a dejected, bumbling tulip. 
Most dogs are miserable while wearing a 
classic, veterinary-supplied cone. Lacking 
peripheral visibility, they crash into 
furniture and doorways. With the wide, 
flaring cone, they get stuck in tight spots 
in the house. 

Every dog owner should be aware that, 
today, there are a number of alternatives to 
the classic Elizabethan collars to prevent a 
dog from licking a wound, aggravating a 
hot spot, tearing out his surgical stitches, or 
removing a bandage. The alternatives offer 
a dog greater comfort, better mobility, and 
improved visibility. 

Cons of classic cones
Are the classic plastic cones really all that 
bad? It depends on which dog you ask. 
Some dogs seem to accept the weight of 
the heavy plastic, the restricted visibility 

product review

What you can do . . .

Shop for a cone-alternative 
before your dog’s surgery, when 
he’s still feeling well.

Have your dog “try on” several 
different products. Have him 
wear them around the store for 
as much time as you can afford, 
to see how he deals with each 
product’s challenges.

When choosing a product, take 
your dog’s anatomy and size into 
account.

If your dog may have to wear 
one of these products for 
an extended period of time, 
consider buying a 
couple or three, 
so you can find 
the one that 
works best 
for him.

■

■

■

■

The classic veterinarian-supplied Elizabethan collar: Effective, but heavy, stiff, 
opaque (your dog can’t see through it), wide, unwieldy, and uncomfortable. 
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fortunately benign) tumor that had sur-
rounded the poor little dog’s esophagus, 
stomach, and other areas in his abdominal 
cavity, leaving a surgical scar almost the 
entire length of Rickey’s tummy. After a 
day or two of recovery in the hospital, the 
veterinarian sent Rickey home with a clas-
sic, heavy, opaque cone to keep him from 
fussing at his stitches. 

Rickey’s family was delighted to have 
him home. But the usually spunky Sheltie 
seemed depressed, deflated by difficulties 
with his Elizabethan collar. 

And so his owner called me; we had 
communicated about Rickey all through 
his long illness, diagnosis, and even the 
surgery. “He may be in pain from the 
operation,” she told me. “But honestly, I 
think he’s far more upset about the cone!” 
She asked me if I knew of anything she 
could do to keep Rickey from bothering 
his stitches . . . but without making him as 
miserable as he was with the cone.

If you and your dog were ever in a 
similar position, and you called your vet 
for advice, you were probably told that 
being quiet was good for the dog, and that 
it was just as well that the 
cone reduced his activity. 
There is a certain value to 
the advice; you certainly 
don’t want a post-surgical 
dog to race around the 
house. But what if he won’t 
even eat or drink, or fails 
to walk around enough to 
eliminate urine and feces as 
frequently as he should? 

I  knew there  were 
alternatives to the classic 
cones – and that all of 
them are more comfortable 
for dogs. I also knew that 
WDJ hadn’t reviewed those 
alternatives for quite some time. So I made 
a list of other products designed for the 
same purpose as classic cones, and told 
my friend to buy every one that fit Rickey 
and give them all a try. WDJ would repay 
her – and take them off her hands when 
she was done. You know, in exchange for 
a little product feedback? 

Glad to have something to do to help 
Rickey, my friend’s husband raced all 
over the Bay Area, picking up products in 
a variety of pet supply stores. The good 
news: While Rickey was unable to lick or 
chew at his sutures while wearing any of 
the products, he was happier (and hungrier) 
in every single alternative product than he 

was when wearing the classic veterinary-
supplied cone. His legendary appetite 
quickly returned, as did his spunk and 
spark (and bark!). 

Not long after Rickey had his stitches 
removed, he modeled all the products for 
my camera. I can attest that the dreaded 
white classic cone literally depressed the 
underweight (but gaining!) Sheltie. In 
contrast, he appeared considerably brighter 
with the alternatives. 

ProCollar
Rickey seemed to be most comfortable 
wearing a product that his owners guessed 
he’d hate; so much for being able to tell 
what might work best while in the store. 
You really should take your dog to the store 
and try various models on him. 

The doughnut-shaped ProCollar, dis-
tributed by G&B Marketing, of Vista, 
California, features an inflatable core with 
a durable cover. (The cover feels like vinyl 
– not our favorite material – but doesn’t 
have the distinctive “stink” of vinyl. The 
package doesn’t say what the material is.) 
A Velcro strap secures the outer perim-

eter of the collar; the dog’s collar is run 
through loops on the inside ring of the 
product. (One must have a collar that can 
be unsnapped or unbuckled; collars that 
slip over the dog’s head won’t work with 
this design.)

The ProCollar is available in five 
sizes (X Small to X Large). That sounds 
like plenty, maybe, except that 25-pound 
Rickey required the “large” size. Truly 
large dogs would not be able to use this 
product. 

Rickey was easily able to navigate his 
home while wearing the ProCollar. He 
seemed to understand his limitations and 
cope with them without getting upset. Un-

like his peeved response to crashing into 
the furniture with the stiff vet-supplied 
cone, Rickey barely seemed to notice when 
the cushioned ProCollar knocked into 
something. He also seemed to appreciate 
that when he lay down, the cushion pro-
vided him with a little pillow. Seriously! 
His owner thought he missed sleeping with 
his chin on something after his need for the 
ProCollar was past. 

We were able to find the ProCollar in a 
number of chain pet supply stores (Petco 
and Petsmart) and catalogs, from $15 to 
$25, depending on size. 

Soft-E-Collar
Jorgensen Laboratories, Inc., of Loveland, 
Colorado, offers the Soft-E-collar. It’s 
another cushioned collar, but this product 
is shaped more like a life-saving ring than 
a doughnut: wider and flatter. The outer 
material appears to be a nylon blend. A 
flap of material on the inner perimeter of 
the product is tightened by tying a cord 
(which runs through some grommets on 
the material flap) to secure the collar on 
the dog’s neck (see photo below).

The width (and perhaps weight) of this 
product made navigation a bit more diffi-
cult for Rickey; lying down was also more 
difficult in this collar. A larger dog may not 
find it as difficult as Rickey did. 

The Soft-E-Collar comes in nine sizes 
(yay!), from XX Small (0 to 5 pounds) to 
XX Large (95 pounds and up). (Rickey 
wore a Medium, for dogs 30 to 55 pounds.) 
We found this product in an independent 
pet supply store; we also found it offered 

ProCollar

Soft-E-Collar

Soft-E-
Collar
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in many pet supply catalogs. As but one 
example: we found it for $19 to $49 
(depending on its size) from BellasPain-
Relief.com.(By the way; this site is a great 
source for products for disabled dogs of 
all types.)

BiteNot
Here’s a product with a very different 
design. The BiteNot collar, distributed by 
Bite Not Products, Inc., of San Francisco, 
California, resembles a neck brace for 
humans – the kind people have to wear 
after they get whiplash. The interior 
surface is a thinly padded foam rubber 
material; the outer surface is a stiff plastic 
shell. Velcro fasteners – and a nylon strap 
that wraps around the dog’s shoulders and 
under his armpits – hold the product very 
securely in place. 

The BiteNot collar is available in seven 
sizes. In this case, the required size is de-
termined by the length of the dog’s neck, 
from the back of his ears to the top of his 
shoulder. (It’s meant to prevent him from 
bending his neck enough to lick himself.) 
The smallest size is 3.5 inches wide; the 
largest is 8 inches wide.

This would be my top choice for a dog 
who had succeeded in removing all other 

products; as long as the dog has a discern-
ible neck, it fits really securely. What if the 
dog is one of the (nearly) neckless breeds, 
like a Pug? Probably not the best pick. This 
worked fine on Rickey (although fastening 
the Velcro with all his ruff hair was a chal-
lenge), but dogs with extraordinarily long 
necks or wounds on their front feet might 
not benefit at all from the collar.

This product ranges in price from about 
$20 (smallest size) to $45 (largest).

 More information about the product, 
as well as a list of retailers, can be ob-
tained at bitenot.com or by calling (800) 
424-8366. 

The Comfy Cone
The final two products that Rickey tried 
most resemble the classic cone; each of-
fers improvements to the concept, 
however. 

As suggested by its name, The 
Comfy Cone is a cone, but instead 
of being stiff and unyielding, it’s 
cushioned and bendable. The inner 
material seems to be foam rub-
ber; the outer material is a tough 
nylon. Numerous strips of Velcro 
fasteners and a ring of elastic “belt 
loops” (meant to be laced through 
by the dog’s collar) hold the cone 
in place. 

As also suggested by its name, 
the product was perfectly com-
fortable for Rickey. He seemed 
unperturbed when the cushioned 
collar crashed into things – and it 
did crash, since it affords its wearer with 
just as little visibility as a classic cone.

The Comfy Cone is available in five 
sizes, from Extra Small to Extra Large. 
Rickey wore a Large, which was prob-
ably larger than necessary; there is a lot 

of overlap built in 
(as you can see in 
the photo, left), so 
the sizing need not 
be precise in order 
for the product to be 
secure.

All that is good 
news. The bad news? 
While Rickey, like 
most post-surgical 
patients, was eas-
ily deterred from 
licking his sutures 
be this product, a 
very determined dog 
(such as one who 

BiteNot

The Comfy Cone

suffers from chronic hot spots), could 
probably turn his head with enough force 
to bend the walls of the cone and reach 
parts of his body.

We found The Comfy Cone in many 
online and brick-and-mortar stores, from 
about $10 for the Extra Small to $30 for 
the Extra Large.

Distributed by All Four Paws, Los An-
geles, California. See allfourpaws.com for 
a list of retailers, or call (866) 454-7768.

Kong E-Collar
This product is another plastic cone. So 
what makes it an alternative? First, the 
plastic it’s made of is transparent; the dog 
can see through it! Brilliant! This one tiny 
thing makes a huge difference to the dog. 
It’s also much lighter in weight than the 

vet-supplied conventional cones, though 
not so light that its protective rigidity is 
compromised. And finally, both its inner 
and outer edges are lined with a material 
that feels like vinyl. This means no stiff 
edges cut into the dog’s neck, and when 
the dog does bump into something solid, 
the impact is a bit blunted. 

The Kong E-Collar is distributed by 
the Kong Company, of Golden, Colorado, 
and is available in five sizes, from Small 
to XXL. Rickey’s owner bought the Extra 
Large, which was also larger than required 
and has a lot of size overlap built in.) 

We found the Kong E-Collar in numer-
ous online and independent pet supply 
stores. For example, Pet Street Mall car-
ries them for $8 to 16; petstreetmall.com 
or (800) 957-5753. Note: Pet Botanics 
(Cardinal Pet Care) makes a very similar, 
transparent, light-weight cone for a very 
similar price. These can be found in chain 
stores like Petco. 

Kong E-Collar
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have to work hard to make it reinforcing 
and convince them it’s a behavior worth 
offering.

Avoidance behavior
Training your dog to walk politely on-leash 
used to be so simple, some folks say. When 
he stepped out of position you simply 
yanked, hard, on his choke or prong collar. 
He learned to march lock-step next to you 
to avoid being garroted, and all was well. 

Only it wasn’t that simple. I used to 
train the “old” way, and we still had plenty 
of owners dragged across the parking lot 
by their dogs after class. Besides, dogs get 
hurt that way.

Some of the same owners who are 
inconsistent about reinforcement now were 
just as inconsistent about punishment then. 
Others were (rightfully) horrified at the 
prospect of yanking on their dogs’ necks 
hard enough to suppress natural sniffing 
and pulling behaviors, and they just 
ignored our instructions to “jerk harder!” 

By pat miller, cpdt-ka, cdbc

Pull Over!

O
How to reform a puller into a more pleasant walking companion. 

ne of  the  more f rustra t ing 
experiences for positive dog 
trainers is watching their clients 
being dragged by their dogs 
across the parking lot toward their 

cars, just moments after training class is 
dismissed. “Dang,” we sometimes think, 
“Will they ever teach their dogs to walk 
politely on-leash? What part of ‘Don’t 
reinforce your dog for pulling!’ didn’t 
they hear?” 

Of course, it’s equally frustrating for 
dog owners when their dogs drag them. 
And the training solution – stopping every 
time the dog pulls – gets tiresome. Owners 
often wonder if they will ever be able to 
go anywhere without handfuls of dog treats 
in their pockets. In some cases, owners 
are actually injured when their dogs yank 
on their arms, or even pull them off their 
feet. Many dogs have their social outings 
severely restricted, simply because their 
owners have difficulty controlling them 
on-leash.

If none of us want dogs to pull, then 
why is it that so many dogs do pull? There 

are several reasons:

■	 Their humans haven’t managed to 
reinforce polite leash walking strongly 
enough to overcome the high-value 
competing reinforcers in their dogs’ 
environments.

■	 Pulling is sometimes reinforced (by 
allowing the dog to go where he wants 
when he pulls) and behaviors that are 
intermittently reinforced become very 
durable/resistant to extinction (it’s hard to 
make then go away).

■	 Dogs are confused by owners who 
sometimes want their dogs to walk in per-
fect heel position, and sometimes let their 
dogs wander, sniff, and yes, pull. 

■	 It’s just not a natural behavior. Un-
like sit, down, touch, jump, and many of 
the other behaviors we put on cue, dogs 
rarely plod sedately along in a straight 
line of their own accord. Since it’s not a 
behavior that comes naturally to them, we 

training

What you can do . . .

Have a clear mental image of 
the leash-walking behavior you 
strive to train.

Prevent your dog from being 
reinforced for pulling on the 
leash by stopping, backing up, 
or walking the other direction 
when your dog pulls.

Provide generous and 
varied reinforcement for 
approximations of 
the leash-
walking 
behavior you 
want, in order 
to shape your 
end result. 

■

■

■

Even small and medium-sized dogs 
can pull hard enough to make walks 
uncomfortable or impossible for their 
owners. Reducing and eliminating 
pulling can take time, especially if the 
dog has pulled for months or years. 
But it’s so worth the investment of 
time and trouble! 
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At any rate, many dogs who were 
“trained” to walk politely on-leash were 
really only trained to avoid the punish-
ment of the collar, which is why dogs still 
wore their choke chains in the obedience 
competition ring (many still do) as a not-
so-subtle reminder of what could happen 
if they stepped out of line. This, despite 
the American Kennel Club’s odd pretense 
that you’re not allowed to use “training 
equipment” in the ring. What is a choke 
chain if not training equipment? And we 
all know dog owners who still walk their 
dogs in prong collars months – even years 
– after completing old-fashioned training 
classes. The dog didn’t really learn how to 
walk politely on-leash; it’s just avoidance 
behavior; he doesn’t want those prongs to 
dig into his neck!

A partnership
Trainers and owners who subscribe to a 
positive approach to training are committed 
to making the process a partnership, with 
the dog willingly and happily participating 
in the behaviors asked of him. The exact 
opposite of the avoidance model, positive 
training asks the dog to voluntarily choose 
to offer the behavior so we can reinforce 
him for his choice.

The less natural and more complicated 
the behavior, the more practice – and 
reinforcement – the dog needs, to make 
the behavior a well-conditioned habit. 
Failures of leash training are most often a 
function of insufficient amount and value 
of reinforcement, lack of commitment 

to the necessary amount of practice, and 
impatience (increasing distraction and 
decreasing reinforcement too quickly).

Attention!
Realize that attention and focus behaviors 
are a hugely important piece of polite leash 
walking, and ones that you can practice 
with your dog separately from the actual 
leash-walking part. (See “Look at Me,” 
February 2004.) If your dog is paying at-
tention to you, he’s not trying to sniff the 
bush you’re passing. You can practice at-
tention exercises with your dog any place, 
any time, simply by reinforcing him with 
treats, attention, or a favorite toy any time 
he voluntarily glances your way. Shape for 
longer duration of attention by very gradu-
ally (a second or two increase at a time) 
waiting a little longer before you reinforce 
him for looking at you.

To get your dog’s attention when he 
hasn’t offered it voluntarily, teach him that 
a “Look at me!” cue is followed by a high 
value reinforcer. Say “Watch!” or whatever 
you want your cue to be, and feed a piece 
of something very tasty. When he has made 
a strong classical association with the cue 
(“Watch!” makes chicken happen!) you 
will be able to use your “Watch” cue to 
get his attention, even if he’s on-leash and 
distracted by a scent, a scampering squir-
rel, or the sight of another dog.

Age differences
Of course, polite walking lessons are best 
taught in puppyhood, before your baby 

dog has the opportunity to be repeatedly 
reinforced for pulling. Most young puppies 
naturally cling to the heels of their humans 
because they’re not confident enough 
to explore the world on their own. Start 
reinforcing this wonderful behavior early 
and often, and you build a foundation of 
a polite walking behavior that will make 
future leash training much easier for you. 
Your pup doesn’t even have to be on-leash 
for you to reinforce him for walking with 
you; just convince him from day one that 
being close to you while you walk makes 
very good things happen.

Once again, this proves the value of 
enrolling your puppy in a good, positive 
puppy training class as soon as possible. 
Sometime between the age of eight weeks 
and 16 weeks your pup will likely get 
bolder, and more willing to leave you to 
investigate his surroundings. A well-run 
positive puppy class is the ideal controlled 
environment in which to be able to rein-
force him for walking with you even when 
there’s really interesting stuff nearby – like 
other puppies and humans. 

When choke chains were de rigueur, 
training classes didn’t take puppies until 
the age of early adolescence, at six months, 
in part due to the potential for damage to 
tender puppy tracheas from enthusiastic 
jerks on the leash. With the advent of 
gentler training methods it has become 
perfectly safe – and appropriate – to start 
puppies in class at the age of eight weeks, 
as long as they are kept current on vaccina-
tions throughout the class.

If it’s too late to start early, it’s still 
not too late to teach your dog polite leash-
walking. It just means you’ll need more 
diligence and commitment to the training 
process to convince your adult dog that 
pulling on the leash no longer pays off. You 
will likely experience more and stronger 
pulling; you may need higher-value rein-
forcers and a higher rate of reinforcement; 
and you will probably find your dog revert-
ing to pulling behavior more easily around 
novel or highly rewarding stimuli. 

When you replace an existing unwant-
ed behavior (pulling) with an incompatible 
one (walking politely) the original behavior 
never completely goes away (extinguishes). 
It lurks silently in the background, waiting 
for an opportunity to be triggered again 
(what’s called a “spontaneous recovery”). 
If that happens, you have to do the work, 
again, to prevent reinforcement for the 
pulling, and to reinforce the incompatible 
behavior that you prefer in its place. 

It’s much easier to teach puppies 
to walk on a loose leash than it is 
to teach dogs who have a lot of 
pulling practice. Start your pup out 
right (preferably in a positive puppy 
kindergarten class), stay consistent, 
and she may never learn to pull.
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can go on some walks in tune with my 
agenda: get from Point A to Point B in the 
most efficient manner; and some that are 
in tune with my dog’s agenda: taking time 
to stop and smell the pee-mail.

How do you teach your dog to walk 
politely? First, have a clear mental image 
of the behavior you want. Second, prevent 
your dog from being reinforced for be-
havior you don’t want. Next, generously 
reinforce approximations of the behavior 
you do want; it’s a shaping process. I teach 
my dogs two leash-walking behaviors:

How to heel
My mental image of “Heel” is my dog 
walking at my left side with her shoulder in 
line with my knee. She watches me closely 
so she can read my body language and 
anticipate my movements. She turns when 
I turn, changes speed when I go faster or 
slower, and stops and sits when I stop.

■	 I prevent her from being reinforced for 
pulling by stopping or even backing up 
when she tightens the leash. I try to prevent 
her from reaching the end of the leash by 
using a high rate of reinforcement when 
she’s within the bounds of the leash-length. 
As training progresses, I reinforce (with a 
click! or another marker such as the word 
“Yes!” and a treat) ony for closer and closer 
approximations to actual heel position.

If you’re prompt and consistent about 
it, pulling should extinguish again with 
relative ease. If you’re inconsistent – if you 
sometimes reinforce pulling by allowing 
the dog to move forward with a tight leash 
– it’s even harder to extinguish pulling 
behavior. Trainers actually put some 
behaviors on an “intermittent schedule of 
reinforcement” in order to make them very 
“durable” (resistant to extinction). On an 
intermittent schedule, your dog learns if 
he just does the behavior often enough, 
like playing a slot machine, eventually the 
reinforcement will come.

Separate but equal
Does this mean your dog always has to 
walk in step by your side, never looking to 
the right or left? Not at all. You can teach 
your dog two different leash-walking be-
haviors; you just have to use two different 
cues, being clear about which behavior you 
reinforce at any given time, and making 
sure neither one involves reinforcing your 
dog for pulling. 

For my dogs, “Heel!” means, “Do 
that pretty obedience walking where you 
prance by my left side, gaze adoringly 
into my eyes and sit with your shoulder by 
my left knee when I stop.” “Let’s walk!” 
means “We’re heading in the same direc-
tion and you can wander and sniff a little 
as long as you don’t pull.” That way, we 

■	 Initially, I may reinforce (click and 
treat) her any time she’s close to the posi-
tion I’d like her to be in, on my left side, 
as we walk. I also click and treat for any 
attention (direct eye contact) she gives me. 
I’ll add the “Heel” cue when she’s staying 
reasonably close to my left leg. 

■	 I talk to her in a cheerful tone to keep 
her happy and attentive. I also change 
speed and direction frequently to keep 
the exercise interesting for her. I want her 
to think that “Heel!” is a fun game, not a 
boring trudge in a circle. 

■	 As she tends to stay closer and closer to 
my left side (because that’s where I deliver 
the treats) I gradually raise the criteria for 
her to earn a reward (click and treat), by 
looking for (and clicking and treating) 
increasingly closer approximations of a 
perfect heel, until she eventually is walking 
in perfect heel position, her shoulder at my 
left knee. I also reinforce (click and treat) 
her for sitting when we halt, and gradually 
shape the sit so she learns that to sit in a 
perfect heel position as well.

Let’s walk
This is the behavior most dog owners 
(at least those who aren’t into rally and 
obedience competitions) want from their 
dogs: a nice, leisurely stroll around the 

Trainer Sarah Richardson, of Chico, 
California, starts a training session 
with Thomas the Boston Terrier, who is 
transfixed with everything but Sarah. 

Sarah engages Thomas with bright 
“happy talk.” The moment he turns to 
look at her, she marks the moment 
with a click and gives him a treat. 

Sarah uses a high rate of reinforcement 
– delivering more treats, faster – the 
closer Thomas comes to the heel 
position. She also keeps up the praise.
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block with canine as compatible companion 
– not glued to the leg, but also not dragging 
the owner down the sidewalk. 

■	 Here’s my mental image: my dog 
ranges within 5.5 feet of me on her 6-foot 
leash, on my left side. She stops and sniffs 
if she wants, but also responds if I ask for 
her attention. If I give her the “Let’s walk” 
cue, she moves forward with me again.

■	 I prevent her from being reinforced for 
pulling by stopping or even backing up 
when she tightens the leash. I try to prevent 
her from reaching the end of the leash by 
using a high rate of reinforcement when 
she’s within the leash-length. 

■	 As training progresses I reduce the rate 
of reinforcement so that, eventually, my 
dog needs only very occasional clicks and 
treats on our walks. Of course, I always 
increase rate of reinforcement if I think 
circumstances demand it – such as the ap-
pearance of very exciting distractions. 

■	 Since this is a less precise behavior 
than “Heel,” I don’t have to spend time 
shaping to a very specific position. I do 
like my dogs to stay on one side rather 
than criss-crossing back-and-forth or 
worse, wrapping around me, so I shape 
for a left-side “Let’s walk” by gradually 

raising criteria until I’m reinforcing only 
loose-leash walking on my left side.

Technique
I’ll leave you with a final word or three 
on technique: 

■	 Remember to click for behavior (Click! 
That behavior just earned you a treat!) and 
feed for position. If, for example, you’re 
shaping “Heel” in the early stages, you 
may click for a behavior that’s still far 
from perfect heel position, but if you feed 
the treat at the side of your left knee, you’ll 
encourage your dog to stay closer to that 
perfect spot.

■	 Many trainers carry their treat in the 
left hand to encourage left-side walking. 
This is actually a bit of luring, and makes 
it harder to eventually fade out the pres-
ence of the treat. I prefer to hold treats in 
my right hand (leash in my left) with my 
hand out of sight behind my right hip, and 
deliver across my front to the side of my 
left knee after I click. This way your dog 
has to think about where he needs to be to 
earn the click, not just follow the tempting 
scent of the treat in your left hand. 

■	 I don’t generally wear a treat bag; I 
prefer to wear loose clothing where I can 
stash bags of treats in pockets. A treat bag 

is a flashing neon sign to your dog that 
now he has the opportunity to earn treats. 
I’d rather my dogs know they may be 
reinforced at any time, not just when I’m 
wearing the bag.

■	 Vary your reinforcers. As the late 
positive trainer Patty Ruzzo frequently 
said, be variable and unpredictable. Don’t 
always make it about food treats. If your 
dog never knows when, where, or how 
you might reinforce him, he has to stay 
attentive to you; he won’t want to miss 
anything! My personal choice is this: If I 
click my dog gets a food treat; if I use some 
other reinforcer I use my verbal “Yes!” 
marker. Now, go walk your dog! 

Thanks to Sarah Richardson, CPDT-KA, 
CDBC, of The Canine Connection, in Chico, 
California, for modeling the techniques 
discussed in this article. See “Resources,” 
page 24, for Sarah’s contact information.

Pat Miller, CPDT-KA, CDBC, is WDJ’s 
Training Editor. Miller lives in Fairplay, 
Maryland, site of her Peaceable Paws 
training center. Pat is also author of The 
Power of Positive Dog Training; Positive 
Perspectives: Love Your Dog, Train Your 
Dog; Positive Perspectives II: Know Your 
Dog, Train Your Dog; and Play with Your 
Dog. See page 24 for more information.

Thomas responds as much to Sarah’s 
verbal encouragement as the high-
value treats. She varies her pace and 
direction to keep him interested.

It’s important to deliver the treats to 
your dog in the exact place you’d like 
him to be when heeling: at the left 
seam of your pants.

Thomas stops and sits (without being 
cued to do so) when Sarah stops. Click, 
praise, and jackpot! This is the start of 
a truly beautiful behavior for Thomas.

Note: 
Pat Miller 
recommends 
that you use 
your right 
hand to feed 
treats, so the 
dog doesn’t 
fixate on your 
hand. 
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For regular use: 6-foot leather, hemp, cotton, or nylon. These are 
comfortable for your hands, long enough to allow leash to be slack, 
and not so long you have spaghetti in your hands.

For occasional use: 20 to 40-foot long line, for use when walking with 
your dog in open areas. These allow you to reinforce polite walking 
with a “go free” run after a bunny or ball.

For limited use: 2 to 4-foot leash, for keeping your dog close when 
walking in close quarters around other dogs or humans.

Flat collar: Cotton, hemp, leather, nylon. Includes martingale collars. 
Sole purpose is to hold tags and allow attachment of leash for 
restraint; not used aversively.

Front clip harness: Now a wide variety of brands available, my 
favorite is now the No-Pull Freedom Harness, available from Wiggles, 
Wags and Whiskers (wiggleswagswhiskers.com or 866-WIG-WAGS). 
With two points of attachment, this front-clip allows for physical 
control if your dog pulls, the back-clip for normal leash walking. 
Other preferred brands are the Sense-ible and Sense-ation harnesses 
(available from softouchconcepts.com or 866-305-6145).

Waist belt: Technically, this attaches a dog 
to a human, but it’s still useful in preventing 
reinforcement for pulling. When you hold a leash 
and your dog pulls, your arm moves forward – 
reinforcement! It’s easier to bend your knees and 
brace your body against a pull. Two sources for 
waist belts I like are whitepineoutfitters.com (715-
372-5627) and Sarah Kalnajs’ bluedogtraining.
com (608-213-5304). Do not use a waist belt 
if your dog is large enough to pull you down 
and drag you.

Since “reinforcer” implies something the dog will work to acquire 
(he likes it!) the ones I don’t like are whatever the dog doesn’t like. 
It’s important to remember that it doesn’t matter how much you like 
it (like hugging or petting your dog) – if the dog doesn’t, it’s not a 
reinforcer. Some reinforcers that many dogs find valuable enough 
to work for are:

Good quality treats. Of course, some dogs will also work happily 
for poor quality treats (garbage food) but I prefer to avoid those if 
possible. Note that “good-quality treats” include a broad range of 
“people food” – chicken, steak, salmon, and more, as well as high-
quality treats that are made for dogs. 

Happy praise and petting. Some dogs really 
are reinforced by petting and praise – but not 
all. We humans find it very reinforcing to 
talk to and touch our dogs, so we do it a lot, 
even when our dogs don’t necessarily love 
it. If you want to use petting and/or praise 
to reinforce your dog’s leash behavior, be 
honest with yourself about whether your 
dog really loves it. Not just tolerates it, but 
loves it. In fact, have an unbiased dog-person 
give you an honest appraisal about whether 
your dog likes it enough to make it a useful 
reinforcer.

Run/chase. Lots of dogs find a game of “run 
after my human” a very high-value reinforcer. 
If yours does, you can use a “Chase me!” 

Tools of the Trade The basic tools you need to teach your dog to walk politely don’t change, despite advances in tech-
nology and understanding of canine cognition. Here are example of tools I like, and tools I avoid.

leashesLike don’t Like

Chain leash: Can hurt your hands.

Retractable leash: Reinforces dogs for pulling; can 
allow accidental, unintended freedom; can tangle 
around other dogs and humans. Can amputate 
digits.

Stretch (bungee) leash: Reinforces dogs for pull-
ing; can allow unintentional contact with other dogs 
and humans.

Aversive collars: Shock (also called “elec-
tronic” and “e”-collars), prong collars, choke 
chains. I dislike these for obvious reasons: they 
all work by avoidance – the application of an 
aversive to get the dog to stop pulling.

Head halters: Although they have some useful application and 
many positive trainers use them, most dogs find head halters very 
aversive. (In all fairness, some dogs also find front-clip harnesses 
very aversive, but the percentage is quite small compared to those 
who hate head halters.) In order to use a head halter successfully, 
you must condition your dog to love it; for some dogs this takes a 
considerable amount of conditioning, and some dogs never learn to 
love them. For a video on conditioning your dog to a head halter, see 
Jean Donaldson’s excellent video at abrionline.org/videos.php, then 
click on “Conditioning an Emotional Response.” 

No-pull harnesses: These harnesses (as opposed to front-clip 
harnesses) tighten under the armpits. This novel, somewhat aversive 
sensation slows the dog down. They are usually complicated to put 
on the dog, and many dogs learn to ignore the novel stimulus fairly 
quickly.

connecting leash to do gLike don’t Like

reinforcersLike also Like!

cue to reward your dog for a stretch of good leash manners. Be sure 
to run fast so your dog really gets happy-rompy as he gallops after you. 
It’s also a good reinforcer for his response to your “Watch me” cue.

Play with a toy. There is huge reinforcement value in getting your 
dog very excited, maybe even a little obsessed, about favorite play-
things – a tug toy, a squeaky, a ball… Agility competitors know this 
well – watch how many whip out a tug toy at the end of an agility run. 
“Tug leashes” (part leash, part tug toy) are increasingly popular; see 
cleanrun.com and type “leashes tugging” into the “search” box. Or 
call them at 800-311-6503.)

Go sniff. If you’re asking your dog to 
ignore tempting distractions for a stretch 
of polite walking, use the distraction as a 
reinforcer when you’re ready to give him 
a break from being attentive to you.

Any other favored activity. Splash 
in the creek, jump in the pond, roll in 
deer poop, dig in the groundhog hole, 
lift your leg on a fire hydrant, greet the 
neighbor dog through the fence, say hi 
to the baby in the stroller (with Mom’s 
permission, of course), chase after a 
squirrel – all of these favorite activities, 
and more, can be used as reinforcers 
for polite walking. Be creative with your 
leash walking reinforcers – your dog will 
love you for it!
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the method to be very effective and in the 
1980s began adapting it for working with 
other animals, including dogs, and TTouch 
was born.

Tellington-Jones writes that the goal of 
TTouch is to “stimulate the function and 
vitality of the cells in an animal’s body, 
and to activate unused neural pathways 
to the brain.”

TTouch likely engages the parasym-
pathetic nervous system, relaxing muscle 
tension and allowing heart rate, blood 
pressure and circulation to slow, in effect 
bringing stress levels down. Bringing the 
stress level down may allow a dog (or per-
son or horse) to have more body awareness, 
which can help if the body is compensating 
because of a past fear or pain, says Fredi-
ani. “The touches, in some fashion, help 
to release that memory and bring about 
healthy function in the cells.”

One study, done at the Biofeedback 
Institute in Boulder, Colorado, showed 
that TTouch can create changes in certain 
brain waves. During the study, the brain 
wave patterns that emerged during TTouch 
were different from those that emerged 

By mardi richmond, CPDT-KA

Do TTouch Me There

F
TTouch can improve your dog’s physical and emotional health. 

or many years, I was curious about 
Tellington TTouch (pronounced 
TEE-touch) Method, a training 
system that uses bodywork and 
non-habitual movement to influence 

behavior and health. But I was skeptical 
that the hallmark circular touches with fan-
ciful names like “Clouded Leopard” and 
“Tarantulas Pulling the Plow” would have 
much impact beyond helping an animal re-
lax; wasn’t this just another form of petting 
and massage? It wasn’t until I witnessed a 
TTouch practitioner work with my young 
dog, Chance, that I realized there was more 
to TTouch than I had imagined. 

At that time, trust did not come to 
Chance easily. Her background as a feral 
dog meant that she was often overwhelmed 
during social interactions with humans. 
Her lack of trust manifested in hyper-
social behavior. And, even though she 
had learned to sit when greeting people 
and she behaved well when asked, she 
was often on the verge of an eruption of 
nervous hyperactivity when interacting 
with people.

As I watched Jodi Frediani, a TTouch 
practitioner who holds workshops in the 
Santa Cruz Mountains (near the cen-
tral coast of California), I saw a subtle 
change in Chance’s demeanor. It wasn’t 
that Chance immediately calmed down, 
though we did see a mild shift in her hyper 
behavior. It was the way that Chance and 
Frediani were communicating through 
the touches that was so impressive. When 
using TTouch, Frediani entered into a mu-
tually respectful relationship with Chance, 
a noninvasive and nonconfrontational 
give and take. TTouch helped to create a 
dialogue between the dog and practitioner. 
Chance’s body language shifted from stiff 
and tense, to softer and more relaxed. The 
growing trust was evident.

What is TTouch?
The TTouch method was developed by 
Linda Tellington-Jones. The Canadian 
horsewoman had a long background in 
horse training and massage, but in 1970s, 
she began studying with Dr. Moshe Felden-
krais, an Israeli physicist. Feldenkrais had 
developed a method of gentle manipulation 
of the human body, designed to improve 
pain and movement. He believed that by 
engaging non-habitual movement, you 
might be able to activate unused neural 
pathways to the brain and expand the 
potential to learn. Tellington-Jones’ study 
of the Feldenkrais method of “Awareness 
Through Movement” sparked a shift in 
her thinking about touch and movement 
in animals.

Tellington-Jones began to experiment 
with non-threatening manipulations with 
horses. Her experimentation lead to her 
development of the Tellington Touch 
Equine Awareness Method (TTEAM), a 
training system for horses that included a 
circular touching technique, ground work, 
and riding exercises. The approach seemed 
to help horses relax and move beyond in-
stinctive responses into a more grounded 
and thinking state. Tellington-Jones found 

health

What you can do . . .

Look for a TTouch practitioner 
near you. Find out if she has any 
demonstrations scheduled. See 
it for yourself!

Work with a TTouch practitioner 
to learn how to perform the 
most appropriate touches for 
your dog’s issues on your dog.

Use TTouch on 
dogs who are 
very timid or 
frightened, to 
help them gain 
confidence 
and trust.

■

■

■

TTouch practitioner Jodi Frediani per-
forms TTouch on Waldo. Most dogs find 
TTouch as relaxing as Waldo does.
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from simple petting, stroking, or massage. 
The results suggest that TTouch may relax 
the body and brain while simultaneously 
encouraging an alert, thinking state.

Tellington-Jones describes the effect of 
TTouches as “turning on the electric lights 
of the body,” but she acknowledges that 
no one really knows how or why TTouch 
works and that the secret may simply be 
the mindfulness of the method.

“TTouch is based on a mindful ap-
proach to working with the animals,” says 
Frediani. “Everything we do is mindful and 
thoughtful. I constantly read the dog’s body 
language, staying attuned to his emotional 
state as best I can. I pay attention to both 
the dog’s response to my touch, body 
language, and movement, and also the 
messages that my fingers are giving me. Is 
what I am feeling hard to the touch? Cold? 
Trembling? All of this is information that 
helps adapt what I do and how I do it.”

Based on cooperation
Perhaps the biggest influence of TTouch 
is that it promotes a philosophy of 
cooperation and respect in all of our 
interactions. “TTouch is about partnership,” 
says Frediani. “It’s about working in a 
collaborative fashion.” 

Frediani trained with Tellington-Jones, 
and says, “It was an experience that 
transformed how I live my life.” Frediani 
continues to practice and teach TTouch, in-
cluding working with a variety of animals 
throughout the world, teaching others to 
lead classes, and offering workshops for 
dog owners at her home in California.

“In the TTouch philosophy,” says 
Frediani, “most behavior problems arise 
because of fear or pain, or because the 
animal doesn’t understand what we 
want.” The TTouch method strives to 
alleviate these issues with three primary 
techniques: circular touches, body wraps, 
and movement exercises. These elements 
work together to bring about a relaxed, 
calm state that enables the animal to learn. 
TTouch can function as its own behavior 
modification program, but it is also often 
used to complement other reward-based 
training and behavior programs.

TTouch can be particularly helpful 
with anxiety-based behavior issues such as 
social fears or sound sensitivity. With these 
types of problems, the results of TTouch 
are often dramatic. 

“The intention is to bring awareness, 
to get the dog to use his thinking mind 
and not his reactive, primitive brain,” says 

Frediani. “The touches get the dog to slow 
down and respond.”

I witnessed a stressed Border Collie 
fall into a deeply relaxed state in a matter 
of minutes during a TTouch demonstra-
tion. During my research for this article, 
numerous people related accounts of tail 
work, ear slides, and body wraps providing 
miracle-like results for sound sensitivity. 
For example, Dr. Evelyn Sharp of My 
Personal Vet in Santa Cruz, California, 
says she remembers using the TTouch “tail 
work” with her first dog, Cray, for his fear 
of thunderstorms.

“Cray would flip out, digging to try and 
escape, pacing, panting, ears back,” says 
Dr. Sharp, who had learned about the tail 
pulls during a TTouch course for horses in 
the 1980s. “For the first two or three pulls 
he was worried. But after five tail pulls, he 
just lay down and went to sleep.” 

TTouch is also useful in highly arousing 
situations. Because it both calms a dog and 
seems to open him to learning, TTouch may 
be particularly helpful with performance 
dogs, for example, as a way to encourage 
focus before going into the competition 
ring. It may also be helpful with activities 
such as vet visits or training classes.

“I use TTouch to get my classes settled 
down,” says Sandi Pensinger of Living 
with Dogs in Capitola, California. “If 
something disrupts the class or dogs get 

aroused by motion or eye contact, we sit 
down and do relaxation with TTouch and 
breathing. The dogs settle down and often 
fall asleep. It’s amazing!” 

But the results of TTouch are often 
more subtle, as with Chance and her hyper-
social behavior. Chance is still often on the 
verge of a mini-over-excitement-explosion 
when interacting with people, but TTouch 
has helped shift her energy from nervous 
panic to simply excited.

TTouch can also be helpful as an 
adjunct therapy for hip dysplasia, lame-
ness, and recovery from surgery or other 
illnesses. “It is not going to cure a dog of 
cancer or other ailments,” says Frediani, 
giving an example of the limitations of 
TTouch. “But it could help make the dog 
more comfortable and help with the bond 
between animal and person while the dog 
is going through the illness.”

TTouches in action
There are over a dozen different touches 
used in TTouch. Probably the best way to 
learn about the touches is to find a practi-
tioner in your area. But you may be able to 
learn about them from the books or videos 
available as well. (To find a practitioner 
near you, visit ttouch.com.)

Many of TTouches employ the hall-
mark circular motion, but several are more 
akin to a stroke or lift. Some of the touches 
are done using only the fingertips, others 
the flat of the fingers and palm, still oth-
ers use the whole hand against the dog’s 
skin. The circle movement is generally 
done clockwise, starting at the 6 o’clock 
position and moving around for a one and 
a quarter circle. The touch is generally 
light rather than deep like a massage and 
the goal is to gently move the skin under 
the fingertips. 

Pressure is another aspect of the 
touches. The pressure scale ranges from 
one to six, with one being the lightest, and 
six being the heaviest. The pressure of the 
touches is much lighter than you might 
imagine. To get an idea of the pressure of 
the touches, try moving the skin around 
on your eyelid using the lightest possible 
pressure. This would be a number one. A 
number three is the pressure it takes to 
move the skin around on your eyelid as 
firmly as is comfortable. A number six is 
twice the pressure of a number three (too 
much pressure to use on your eyelid and 
with most dogs, and is generally used with 
larger animals). Each dog prefers a differ-
ent pressure, and it helps to experiment to 

This Border Collie gets a double dose of 
self- and spatial awareness, receiving 
TTouch from practitioner Victoria 
Swiger while on a raised plank.
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An Emergency Body Wrap for Fighting Fireworks Anxiety
When Lori Rubin first sought out a TTouch class, she thought 
it might be a good way to help her build connections with her 
recently adopted Dachshund/Chihuahua mix, Chloe. The little 
dog was very independent and Rubin hoped the class would 
help them build a stronger connection and help Chloe settle 
into her new life.

“I learned the touches and went away from the class feeling 
it was great experience for anyone who wants to get insight 
into their dogs,” says Rubin. “But what 
really stood out to me the most, was 
this thing of wrapping dogs in these 
Ace bandages.”

The bandage wraps that Rubin 
referred to are called body wraps and 
there are several variations taught 
in TTouch. With the “half wrap,” an 
elastic bandage is wrapped across the 
dog’s chest, over his back, and around 
his belly. In another variation, the ends 
of the bandage are continued over the 
dog’s back and brought around through 
the insides of his thighs. The effect of 
the wraps is almost always calming. 

It was several years after Rubin first 
learned about the body wraps before 
she had the opportunity to see just 

how valuable they could be. Rubin was at her second home 
in central Mexico with Chloe when the little dog reacted to 
fireworks. “There were a lot of loud booms, and Chloe was 
very unhappy,” says Rubin, describing Chloe as shaking and 
scared. Chloe’s reaction unnerved Rubin. Chloe was gener-
ally a confident dog and although fireworks were common 
near their home, the dog had never seemed bothered by them 
before. 

That was when Rubin remembered 
the body wraps she’d learned about 
at the TTouch class. She didn’t have 
an Ace bandage, so she took a woven 
scarf and wrapped it snugly around 
her dog.

“It was unbelievable, it changed her 
whole experience,” says Rubin. “She 
immediately stopped shaking and put 
her head down. I thought I was imagin-
ing this, but the same thing happened 
the next night. And she calmed right 
down again, put her head down and 
went into a little trance.” Rubin was 
thankful to see the relief the body wrap 
brought. “It was really something that 
worked for my dog,” says Rubin. “I 
was really grateful for it.”

find the right pressure for the individual. 
The circles are complete within them-

selves, but they are done in succession 
moving around on the body. As soon as you 
are finished with one circle, connect it to 
the next one by sliding along the fur to your 
next position, moving parallel to the spine 
or down the legs. The circular touches can 
be done anywhere on the body.

Here are examples of a few of the dif-
ferent touches and how they are used:

■	 “The Clouded Leopard” – This is 
the basic touch and all of the other circu-
lar touches are variations of the Clouded 
Leopard. With the Clouded Leopard, your 
fingers are slightly curved and you use the 
pads of your fingers to create the circles. 
The Clouded Leopard is particularly useful 
for anxious dogs and regular work with 
Clouded Leopard may help develop trust. 
One variation of the Clouded Leopard is 
the Abalone touch, which uses a com-
pletely flat hand against the skin.

■	 Ear slides – Using TTouch on the ears 
is an important technique and can help 
calm a stressed or hyperactive dog. The ear 
slide is done by stroking the ears horizon-

tally from base to tip, or by making small 
circles starting at the base and working 
toward the tip. 

“Ear work can also be a very helpful 
tool if you have a hurt or injured animal 
or an animal in shock. You can use an ear 
slide while going to the vet.” says Frediani. 
“There are acupressure points in the ear 
that are connected to the whole body, and 
without having to know specific points, 
one can activate them and stabilize pulse 
and respiration.”

■	 Tail work – One of the most interesting 
TTouch techniques is a simple tail pull. 
With your dog standing or lying down, you 
hold her tail near its base with one hand, 
while supporting her body with the other, 
then gently pull, holding the tension for a 
few seconds and then slowly, gently releas-
ing. You can also move the tail in a circular 
motion, or do “Raccoon touches” on the 
tail, a method that uses just the very tips 
of your fingers and a circular motion.

■	 “Tarantulas Pulling the Plow” – This 
is my favorite slide type of touch. You 
walk your fingers gently up the back (like 
a spider) while letting the thumbs drag 

behind (like a plow). It can help stimulate 
circulation and may be helpful for dogs 
with touch sensitivity.

Beyond the touches
There are several other techniques that 
are part of the Tellington TTouch Method. 
These techniques are all designed to help 
a dog gain a calm confidence. “It is hard 
to be emotionally confident when you are 
not physically confident. With physical 
confidence, the tail comes up, the posture 
changes, the dog feels good about him-
self,” says Frediani. “It is easier to feel 
good about the rest of the environment, 
other animals, and even people when you 
feel good about yourself.”

■	 Leading exercises – TTouch employs 
a range of exercises designed to help a 
dog work in cooperation with the handler. 
The goal is to teach a dog to understand 
what is expected, and for the dog to move 
without pulling or straining on the leash. 
Some of the leading exercises use a double 
clip leash with the ends clipped to two dif-
ferent points on the dog; for example, one 
end might be clipped to the collar and the 
other to a front clip harness. 

A TTouch practitioner displays a “half-
wrap,” recommended for dogs who are 
experiencing a wrap for the first time. 
See “It’s a Wrap,” WDJ December 2002, 
to learn this and other wraps. 

Photo courtesy of Karen Doyle
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■	 Confidence course – The confidence 
course, as the name suggests, is 
designed to build a dog’s overall 
confidence. It may include obstacles 
similar to those used when introducing 
a dog to agility equipment – a ladder, a 
low dog walk or A-frame, a tippy board 
or low teeter-totter, tires and cones. A 
simple labyrinth made from six poles 
on the ground is a common feature of 
the TTouch confidence course. “The 
confidence course can help a dog solve 
problems and learn physical balance, 
which is connected to mental and 
emotional balance,” says Frediani.

■	 Body wraps – Traditionally in 
TTouch, the body wrap is done with 
an ace bandage wrapped in a pattern 
around the dog’s body, but I’ve also 
heard of people using scarves, tight 
t-shirts, and more recently a com-
mercially designed product called a 
Thundershirt. Body wraps can be so 
effective in helping a nervous dog settle 
that when I was looking for examples of 
how TTouch had benefited dogs, the re-
sponse was overwhelmingly related to 
great effects of body wraps for things like 
thunderstorm and firework fears. The idea 
of the body wrap is that a gentle pressure 
on a dog’s body can help calm the nervous 
system. One person I talked with said the 
body wrap was like giving your 
dog a nice reassuring hug.

Good for 
the handler, too!
One of the aspects of TTouch 
that I like is that it is easy to 
do, and it feels good doing it. 
Perhaps it is the mindfulness 
approach, or the simplicity of 
the touches and movements, 
or the fact that it doesn’t have 
to be done perfectly to have a 
positive effect. It’s very forgiv-
ing and can be adapted to fit an 
individual dog’s needs.

“With TTouch, we allow 
the dog to lead the way,” says 
Frediani, “and mistakes are part 
of the process. If what you do 
doesn’t work, try something 
different. Set goals, but remain 
unattached and know that you 
can change what you are do-
ing.”

Practicing the TTouch tech-
niques is also a great way to 

for my dog, like when I take her to the 
vet. It gives me something to do that I 
know is nurturing to the dog.”

Putting TTouch to work
TTouch can have a dramatic effect 
on dogs. Sometimes the help offered 
through TTouch is subtle. And some-
times, like with all behavior methods, 
it might not help with a particular be-
havior or problem. But even that fits in 
with the TTouch philosophy.

“As with all systems there are 
times that the methods won’t be as 
effective and there are some animals 
that won’t respond,” says Frediani. 
“If I’m working on an animal, and the 
animal expresses concern, I might do 
the touches on a different part of the 
body, I may change the pressure, the 
speed, or which touch I use to make it 
easier for the animal to participate in 
the process.”

Frediani stresses that in TTouch, 
you always work for success, which, 
in this case, means moving forward 
together and allowing the animal to 
participate in the process. “I want the 

animal to be able to express how she feels. 
I don’t want to inhibit that,” says Frediani. 
“I don’t want a dog to go ballistic, but I 
also don’t want her to suppress her com-
munication.”

In TTouch, communication 
and cooperation remain key to 
the process. TTouch improved 
how my dog Chance com-
municates with me, as well as 
how she relates to other people. 
She will often back herself into 
a person as if to say, “Would 
you like to communicate with 
me through those funny circle 
touches?” 

Mardi Richmond, MA, CPDT-
KA is a training enthusiast and 
writer who lives in Santa Cruz, 
CA with her partner and her 
heeler-mix, Chance.

Special thanks to Jodi Frediani 
of Transformational Training, 
for her assistance with this 
article. 

For contact information for all 
of the TTouch practitioners seen 
in this article, see “Resources,” 
page 24.

Using the TTouch double-ended leash and a 
harness, Victoria Swiger guides her Border 
Collie through a TTouch “confidence course.” 

TTouch practitioner Sabra Learned, of Berkeley, California, 
moves this dog’s tail in circles in a relaxing TTouch exercise. 

connect with your dog. To help strengthen 
her connection with her dog, Chloe, Lori 
Rubin took a workshop with Frediani. 
Rubin says, “I rely on the circle touches 
when I think something might be stressful 
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good  sports

By Terry Long, CPDT-KA

Pull Your Weight (and More)

W
Competitive weight pulling isn’t just for big dogs (though they excel).

ork it! Work it! Work it! Lean-
ing into the padded harness, 
muscles bulging with effort, 
eyes dark with determination, 
inch-by-inch, the American 

Staffordshire Terrier pulls the cart loaded 
with 60-pound pieces of railroad track 
toward her owner. This is Duvall’s Sureshot 
Kamakazi, “Banzai,” a striking 43-pound, 
17-inch brindle girl. Her owner, Karyn 
Dawes, smiles wide as she realizes that 
Banzai is going to record a new “personal 
best.” It’s official: 3,900 pounds and 90.7 
times her body weight. What a gal! Banzai 
wiggles in delight at Karyn’s hug and 
effusive praise for a job well done.

In 2003 when Dawes discovered the 
sport of weight pulling, she had no idea she 
and her dogs would enjoy it so much. She 
was an experienced dog sport aficionado, 
having competed in obedience, Schutz-
hund, flyball, agility, and carting. It was 
only at the insistence of a good friend that 
she capitulated and gave pulling a try. Like 
many neophytes to a sport, she made a lot 

of mistakes at the beginning, and then went 
on to put titles on 11 dogs.

“My first time was cold turkey,” Dawes 
recalls. “No training, no practice. I bor-
rowed a harness just for fun to see what 
the dog would do. You’d think by now 
I would know better! My dog pulled a 
qualifying pull the first day. The second 
day she ‘told’ me that if I want to do this 
sport, she would like me to invest some 
time in training and conditioning. In other 
words, I got the ‘paw.’”

History
Dogs have pulled sleds and carts for 
humans throughout history. In small 
towns around the world, owners proudly 
boasted of how strong their dogs were, 
how much they could pull and how far. 
“Yeah? You wanna bet? My dog can pull 
more than your dog!” That’s probably 
how the sport of weight pulling started. 
Now there are several organizations that 
have established rules and regulations for 
formal competition.

Although any breed can enjoy this 
sport, it is one that commonly attracts 
more “bully” breeds (such as American 
Staffordshire Terriers, Bulldogs, Mastiffs, 
Boxers, etc.) than any other breed. Some 
of the sanctioning organizations limit their 
competitions to purebred dogs while others 
are open to all dogs.

The United Kennel Club (UKC) rules 
of competition reflect the goals of most 
weight pulling competitions, which is to 
demonstrate a dog’s stamina and strength. 
In brief, each dog is given 60 seconds 
to pull the most weight that he can in a 
16-foot “chute.” Dogs are separated into 
“classes” based on their body weight. Dogs 
who pull a larger percentage of their body 
weight earn the most points. 

The dog wears a padded harness, which 
is attached to a “trace,” which connects to 
a “weighted vehicle” that is loaded with 
sand bags or other easily weighed objects. 
There are three different types of vehicles. 

(Specific dimensions for each of these 
can be found in the UKC rules at ukcdogs.
com/res/pdf/2009WPRules.pdf.)

■	 Sleds are pulled on natural or artificial 
snow and must be able to carry a minimum 
of 3,000 pounds. 

■	 Double-axel wheeled carts are pulled 
on carpet and must be able to carry at least 
5,000 pounds.

■	 Rail carts are pulled along a rail system 
and must be able to carry at least 6,000 
pounds (the dogs’ path is carpeted so they 
can achieve traction when pulling). 

The chute that contains the pulling 
system is 35 feet long and between 10 and 
20 feet wide. 

Titles
There are several titles available in the UKC 
system. These are just some of them:

■	 United Weight Puller (UWP): Three 
qualifying pulls are required. These can be 
all using the same type of weight vehicle 
or a combination of the three different ve-
hicles. Each of the different vehicles has a 
different weight requirement. For example, 
a dog pulling a sled must pull 3 times his 
body weight; a dog on rails must pull 10 
times his body weight; and a dog pulling a 
cart must pull 8 times his body weight. You 
must have the UWP title before pursuing 
the various championship titles. 

Sureshot’s Little Bit of Luck (“Itty Bitty”), 
a 24-pound, 13-inch Staffordshire 
Bull Terrier. Her personal best is 2,340 
pounds (93.6 times her body weight).

Editor’s note: Animal law enforce-
ment officials say that the sport of 
weight pulling sometimes attracts 
people who use weight pulling to 
condition fighting dogs. WDJ con-
demns any participation in this sport 
when used as a stepping stone for 
cruel and illegal dogfighting.
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■	 United Weight Pull Champion 
(UWPCH): Once this level of competition 
is reached, the competitor starts earning 
points toward the UWPCH title. 100 points 
are required for the UWPCH. 
 
■	 United Weight Pull Champion 
Excellent (UWPCHX): 250 points are 
required for this title.

■	 United Grand Weight Pull Champion 
(UGWPCH): The dog must have completed 
the UWPCHX title before earning the 
additional 200 points for this title.

■	 United Grand Weight Pull Champion 
1 (UGWPC1): The dog must have completed 
the UGWPCH before earning the additional 
200 points for this title.

The somewhat complicated point 
system is described in detail on the UKC 
website. Generally, points are earned for 
the higher levels of competition based on 
placements (first through fourth place) and 
the type of vehicle pulled. For example, 
dogs pulling on wheels earn 20 points for 
pulling 35 times their body weight, 15 
points for 25 times their body weight, 10 
points for 15 times their body weight, and 
5 points for 10 times their body weight. 
There are also bonus points awarded for 
dogs who pull the most weight and the 
most weight per body weight at each com-
petition. Additional titles require a dog to 
pull a combination of different vehicles.

There are annual “All Star” rankings 
based on points earned throughout the 
year. The rankings are broken into three 
classes: 1) American Pit Bull Terrier; 2) 
American Bulldog; and 3) Multi-breed 
(all other breeds). For dogs who show in 
conformation as well as weight pulling, 
there is also a Total Dog Award that can be 
earned at individual shows by qualifying 
in a performance sport and taking one of 
the “winners” awards in conformation on 
the same day. 

Training
Basic pet manners training provides a good 
foundation for the sport of weight pull-
ing. Your dog needs to be under control 
and to have been adequately socialized 
with people and other dogs in order to be 
comfortable in a competitive environment. 
That said, weight pulling does not require 
extensive training. What it does require is 
the human on the other end of the leash to 
very gradually physically condition her 

dog before asking him to pull larger and 
larger percentages of his body weight.

Dawes, who has trained and titled 11 
dogs in the sport, starts by introducing 
the harness first. “I put the harness on and 
do short walks with plenty of treats and 
encouragement. I make sure to hold the 
spreader bar at the back of the harness so 
it does not bang the back of the dog’s legs. 
‘Drag training’ starts with a plastic bottle 
filled with small rocks. This is not heavy. 
Its main purpose is to get the dog used to 
something noisy following behind. Next 
I introduce an empty sled. This weighs 
about 15 pounds. We do lots of praise and 
rewarding – not luring – but rewards for 
short distances.”

Experienced handlers know that lur-
ing or “baiting” a dog to pull might cause 
the dog to pull more than he is physically 
or mentally prepared for. Under the rules 
of most sanctioning organizations (there 
are exceptions), handlers are not allowed 
to use lures or bait during a competition. 
Although treats are used, they are used to 
reward the dog for short-distance pulls and 
gradually increasing weight loads.

“As the dog becomes familiar with 
the job, I increase the amount of weight 
and vary the training,” says Dawes. “For 
example, I might use a heavier weight 
for short distances and a lighter weight 
for longer distances. Most of the actual 
training is done with a sled as few people 
own their own wheel or rail systems. 
Occasionally, club members will get 
together to work their dogs on the actual 
competition pulling equipment.”

Many people join clubs and train 
and practice together. Dawes joined her 
friend’s club, Rip Curl Weight Pullers, and 
got a lot of help from other members over 
the years. She now helps newcomers and 
provides private instruction, as do some 
of the other club members. The club oc-
casionally offers seminars, but members 
feel that the real benefits of the club are 
the camaraderie and support they get from 
one another. 

“We are all enthusiastic about the sport 
and are always willing to answer questions 
and give people tips to help them start. 
When we hold pulls, we encourage people 
to come without 
their dog and 

■	 What is this sport? In weight pulling, a dog’s strength 
and stamina are tested by his ability to pull weights.

■	 Prior training required? Moderate.

■	 Physical demands? On the dog: Moderate to high. 
On the handler: Minimal.

■	 Best-suited structure? Dogs of all sizes and shapes can compete, although 
the bully breeds do best.

■	 Best-suited temperament? Dogs who enjoy working with their owners.

■	 Cost? Minimal.		  ■	 Training complexity? Minimal.

■	 Mental stimulation? Moderate. 	■	 Physical stimulation? High.

■	 Recreational opportunities? Low.

■	 Competition opportunities and venues? Moderate.

Snapshot of the Sport: weight 
pulling

This is a weight pulling chute, with a 
cart ready to be loaded with weights. 
The weights used here are sections of 
train track (stacked in rear of photo).
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observe. Once you understand the 
basics, it’s pretty much a matter of 
training and conditioning on your 
own. Just remember: be patient 
and never forget that the dog did 
not sign on for the job. You chose 
the sport; the dog did not. Dogs 
have good and bad days. Keep 
your training positive and respect 
your dog.”

To find a club in your area, go 
to the UKC website. 

Team attributes 
Many who are attracted to dog 
sports cite the strong relationship 
that results from the time training 
and playing together. Weight pull-
ing is no different. “Like any of the 
dog sports when I ask ‘what’s in it 
for the dog,’ I have to first point to 
the quality and quantity of time we spend 
together,” says Dawes. “Training for any-
thing builds a strong relationship. Some 
dogs really love the sport. Most work to 
please their owner. Unfortunately, there are 
a few people who still use aversive training 
methods (something that our group does 
not endorse). You can tell which dogs are 
trained this way as they walk onto the 
track.

“Weight pull is work! So, unlike agil-
ity or flyball, where the dog barks, jumps, 
and runs (all things most dogs inherently 
enjoy), the dog must want to work for the 
owner or rewards at the end of the pull. 
There are some dogs who really love pull-
ing, but I would say that most pull to please 
their handlers.”

The sport attracts many of the “bully” 
breeds, but Dawes has seen, among others, 
Great Danes, Rat Terriers, Cattle Dogs, 
Black and Tan Coonhounds, Basenjis, Pat-
terdale Terriers, Boston Terriers, Shelties, 
and even an Italian Greyhound. “This sport 
is mental as much as it is physical. If you 
capture the dog’s mind, their doggy body 
will follow. It’s a bit like ‘The Little Engine 
That Could’ – if they think they can, dogs 
can do some amazing things.”

People who love this sport come from 
all walks of life. In the Rip Curl Weight 
Pullers Club there is a veterinary techni-
cian, a groomer, a paramedic, retirees, a 
heavy equipment operator, and Dawes, 
who is currently a booking agent for a 
pet transport company. Prior to finding 
satisfaction making sure pets arrive safely, 
she was an advertising sales and layout 
designer for an aviation newspaper. 

Club members may participate in a 
variety of dog sports although some con-
centrate all their efforts on this one. “There 
is the element I refer to as the ‘heavy hit-
ters’ whose only sport is weight pull. These 
folks parallel the obedience folks who are 
after the 200 score or the agility people 
who are aiming for the World Team.”

Equipment, expenses
Equipment costs are minimal for 
basic training and conditioning, 
but you’ll need to join a club un-
less you want to assume the cost 
of and find the space for a pulling 
system. As a member of a weight 
pulling club, this sport is pretty 
inexpensive. When you can find 
someone to instruct you on a pri-
vate basis, expect to pay around 
$40 per session. A custom harness 
for your dog will cost around $75. 
Entry fees for competition cost 
about $25.

Get started
You might be surprised when you 
learn that your dog enjoys a sport 
that results in so much hard work 
for him. But, with the right animal 

magnetism, you just might convince him 
that you’re worth it. 

Terry Long, CPDT-KA, is a writer, agility 
instructor, and behavior counselor in Long 
Beach, CA. She lives with four dogs and a 
cat and is addicted to agility and animal 
behavior. See page 24 for contact info.

Further Information Resources
Many excellent websites do not provide phone numbers to contact them for more 
information, preferring to field inquiries by e-mail. We provided numbers when 
they were available.

 sanctioning organizations and clubs

American Dog Breeders Association. adbadog.com

American Pulling Alliance (APA). weightpull.com

International Weight Pull Association (IWPA). (231) 258-2358; iwpa.net

United Kennel Club (UKC). (269) 343-9020; 
ukcdogs.com/WebSite.nsf/WebPages/DogWeightPull

To find a UKC-registered club go to:
ukcdogs.com/Clubs.nsf/ClubViewDE?Open&Type=W

 books, videos, and online articles

There are few books or commercially produced videos for this sport. Most 
information about training and getting started in the sport can be found online on 
weight pull club sites or sanctioning organizations’ sites.

Conditioning the Working Dog: Weight Pulling (on CD), by Dennis Helm

Weight Pulling for Dogs (pamphlet), by Victor Rowell (old and difficult to find)

Rip Curl Weight Pullers. ripcurlweightpullers.tripod.com/

You Tube Link
youtube.com/watch?v=w52tYPbBbwE (Rip Curl Weight Pullers competition)

This is Banzai, a 43-pound, 17-inch female American 
Staffordshire Terrier. Her personal best is 3,900 
pounds; that’s 90.7 times her body weight.
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what’s ahead

Resources
books
WDJ Training Editor Pat Miller is author of many 
books on positive training. All available from 
DogWise, (800) 776-2665 or dogwise.com

ttouch practitioners
Jodi Frediani, Transformational Training, 
TTOUCH and TTEAM. Jodi gives workshops on 
TTouch and Calming Signals in Santa Cruz, CA. 
(831) 426-1697; JodiFredi@aol.com

Sabra Learned, Certified TTOUCH Practitioner 1, 
Berkeley, CA. (510) 649-9142; sabraanimaltrust@
yahoo.com 

Victoria Swiger, Certified TTOUCH Practitioner 1, 
Oroville, CA. Workshops, private consultations. 
(530) 532-4469; tranquilpaws.com 

When the 
Shark Bites
Do you have reason 
to be concerned 
about your fingers 
when giving your 
dog a treat? How to 
deal with a dog with 
a “hard” mouth.” 

Dinner on Ice
WDJ reviews frozen 
diets for dogs. 

Spaying Soon?
In almost all spay 
surgeries in the U.S.. 
today, vets remove 
the female’s ovaries 
and uterus. In Europe, 
it’s more common 
to leave the uterus 
intact. WDJ discusses 
the pros and cons of 
each surgery. 

Alphabet Soup
What are all those 
letters after some 
trainers’ names? 

Puppy 
Kindergarten
How to get the 
most out of a puppy 
training class.

Grains v. Carbs
Everything you need 
to know about carbs 
in your dog’s diet.

Can’t Stop Now
Help for dogs with 
obsessive/compulsive 
disorders.

TRAINING AND INSTRUCTION
Terry Long, CPDT-KA, DogPACT, Long Beach, 
CA. Terry is a writer, agility instructor, and behavior 
counselor. She provides pre-adoption counseling, 
behavior modification, and group classes in pet 
manners and agility. (562) 423-0793; dogpact.com 
 
Pat Miller, CPDT-KA, CDBC, Peaceable Paws 
Dog and Puppy Training, Fairplay, MD. Train with 
modern, dog-friendly positive methods. Group 
and private training, rally, behavior modification, 
workshops, intern and apprentice programs. (301) 
582-9420; peaceablepaws.com 

Sarah Richardson, CPDT-KA, CDBC, The Canine 
Connection, Chico, CA. Training, puppy classes, 
social sessions, daycare. Force-free, fun, positive 
training. (530) 345-1912; thecanineconnection.com 

Can you look 
Otto in the eye
and tell him you 
distribute copies 
of WDJ without 
permission?

This publication is supported 
by sales of subscriptions 
and back issues. 

If you would like to share 
material from WDJ with a 
group, please contact our 
Reprint Manager, 
Jocelyn Donnellon, 
at (203) 857-3100.

Thanks for your support!


