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Lesson One: 
Building Trust with Choice 
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In Lesson 1 we will cover 
several key techniques to  
help you initially engage with 
and build a trusting 
relationship with a fearful or 
reactive dog.  The central 
theme of the lesson is 
creating opportunities for the 
dog to have a choice. 
 
 
 

We will discuss how subtle 
changes in our posture, body 
language, movement, and 
voice can impact a dog and 
how to use that awareness to 
make ourselves less 
threatening.   
 
 You will be introduced to  a 
simple exercise I call the 
“Chair Technique,” through 
several video clips. You will 
have an opportunity to 
practice this exercise in your 
homework assignment. 
 

How to make initial contact 
with a dog who is reluctant to 
approach you is often 
challenging, and we will cover 
some strategic suggestions to 
help in this process.    
 
The key concepts of Lesson 1 
include: 
 
1. Making yourself non-

threatening. 
2. Giving the dog a choice. 
3. Working in small 

successive steps. 
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   Lesson One: Why Trust Matters  

A mutual relationship is built on trust. 
 
Once a dog trusts you, cooperation is much more 
likely to occur, even in stressful situations.  
 
Trust reduces the likelihood of fearful or reactive 
responses. 
 
Allows the dog to feel more confident about the 
next new experience. 
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Awareness of dog’s personal space. 
“DINOS” 

Influence of your posture, movement, 
and voice. 

Use of social/calming signals. 

Maintaining emotional 
neutrality. 
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Building 
Trust 



 Dogs In Need Of Space!   

Space is the single most important factor in 
reducing fear. 
 
People often invade dog’s personal space and 
ignore the dog’s signals. 
 
We can slowly build up tolerance by allowing the 
dog a choice to retreat.   
   

Copyright Cascade Animal Connection 2020 6 



 Posture/Movement/Voice   

Dogs are highly sensitive to our body language 
(posture), movements, and tone of voice. 
 
Subtle changes in all of these areas can make us 
appear less threatening. 
 
Lower body position (when safe to do so), use soft 
eyes, and speak in a calm, confident voice to 
encourage an approach response.  
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 Using Social & Calming Signals   

Dogs can recognize and respond to our social 
signals: 
 1. Approaching in an arc. 
 2. Soft eyes, or indirect eye contact. 
 3. Looking away, yawning, deep sigh. 
 4. Friendly voice, awareness of tone. 
 5.  Always aware of appropriate space. 
 6. Casual, not creepy! 
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Lower my body position, 
dog looks away, I look 
away. 



Copyright Cascade Animal Connection 2020 10 

Make initial contact 
with back of hand, dog 
chooses to approach. 



 Maintaining Emotional Neutrality   

Model a calm and confident demeanor. 
 
Not getting sucked into the dog’s hyper arousal or 
reactivity or becoming overly emotional. 
 
Understanding the dog is doing the best he can in 
the moment. 
 
Never taking it personally… BE PATIENT! 
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Our intention is to help 
the dog feel safe and 

encourage an approach 
response.   

Building Trust One 
Experience at a Time! 
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 Containment vs. Restraint  

Restraint almost always triggers a defensive 
response. 
 
Containment is a “suggestion,” not an “order.” 
(Remember that a tight leash is a form of restraint) 
 
Gentle containment can be tolerated with frequent 
breaks and giving the dog the choice to retreat.  
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 Making Initial Contact  

May need to lower body position (if safe to do so). 
 
Initial contact should be with the back of the hand, 
usually stroking slowly from the shoulder area. 
 
After a couple of strokes, remove hand and allow 
the dog a choice to move away or seek more 
contact.  
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First Contact Video 
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Second Contact Video 



 The Mindful Use of Treats   

Food treats can be very enticing and helpful.  
Good indicator of the dog’s level of stress. 
 
The act of chewing and swallowing encourages  
parasympathetic activity of the nervous system. 
 
Treats can also be too arousing.  Must use 
mindfully.  
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 The Chair Technique   

Purposefully have the dog approach and move 
away several times. (For food treat). 
 
We want the dog to know he can retreat as well as 
increase his desire to approach. 
 
Sitting in a chair lowers your body position and 
makes you less threatening. (You can also move 
away if necessary). 
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Person sits in chair with appropriate 
value of treats. 

Owner leads dog towards person and 
once treat given, leads dog away. 

Person uses friendly voice, 
soft eyes.  Doesn’t touch dog. 

Switch places, owner sits 
and person leads dog 
away briefly. 
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Chair 
Technique 



Copyright Cascade Animal Connection 2020 20 

Chair Technique 1 Video 



Dog approaches more willingly. 

Dog demonstrates more relaxed 
posture,  able to make eye contact. 

Dog able to be slightly away 
from owner briefly. 

Dog able to be touched 
briefly.  
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Desired 
Outcomes 
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Chair Technique 2 Video 



 Leading With Two People   

Keeps the dog with their own person, while 
introducing a new person. 

  
Allows the dog to move in a calm, purposeful 
manner.  (Not trapped or restrained). 
 
Gives the dog a sense of the new person without 
having to directly interact.  
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Leading With Two People Video 



Summary of Lesson One Key Concepts 
 
 Trust reduces the likelihood of fearful or 

reactive responses. 

 

We can build trust by giving the dog a choice, 
making ourselves less threatening, and 
working in small successive steps. 

 

The “Chair Technique” is an exercise designed 
to encourage a dog to willingly approach. 
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