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Lesson Three: Reducing Reactivity 
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   Lesson 3: Reactivity & Aggression 

The term “aggressive” has become a negative 
label and may result in dog being treated 
differently. 
 
Evokes highly emotional responses from people, 
sometimes leading to aversive behavior. 
 
Often a double standard for dogs: Humans often 
react aggressively when challenged in any way!   
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  Reactive Behavior  

Prefer the term “reactivity” to indicate a specific 
response or reaction: tense posture, eye stare, 
growling, barking, lunging, etc. 
 
Occurs in response to a specific trigger. 
 
Occurs in a context and moment in time… is not a 
“state of being.”   
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   Contributing Factors   

Often fear based,  a response to environmental 
stress. 
 
Dog may have had no exposure to early 
socialization: Puppy mills, etc. 
 
Restrictive environment or aversive handling and 
training may worsen behavior. 
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Stress Chart by 
Turid Rugaas 



Remove pressure from the 
throat/neck. (Switch to harness). 

Increase space from the scary or 
overly exciting thing. 

Allow dog to have a choice – 
move! 

Give new sensory 
information: 
TTouch/Bodywrap 
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Keys to Lowering 
Arousal 



 Balance & Purposeful Movement   

Being in a state of physical balance is calming and 
allows the dog to think rather than react. 
 
The dog is more likely to give appropriate calming 
and social signals when in balance. 
 
Engage the dog in some purposeful movement 
activity.  Set the dog up to be successful! 
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The goal is to give the dog a 
new experience of feeling 

safe, relaxed, and in control 
while in the presence of 

other dogs or people, which 
previously would have 

elicited a fearful response. 
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Build Confidence! 



 A Few More Important Tips  

Copyright Cascade Animal Connection 2020 9 

Adequate space is critical – often easier to work in 
outdoor area. 
 
Can start with stuffed dog exercises if working on 
dog-dog reactivity or over arousal to new objects. 
 
A neutral dog can be extremely helpful,  
but take care not to stress the neutral dog.       



  Stuffed Dog Exercise  
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Start with a smaller stuffie and have other sizes 
available.  Better if they are stand up stuffies. 
 
Sequence of laying down, facing sideways, then 
facing forward. 
 
Allow the dog to approach freely, sniff and 
investigate, then ask to come away.  Praise for 
looking away or coming away.   (Softly)!   
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1. Dog approaches stuffie with 
high level of arousal. 
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2. Handler remains neutral on 
leash and allows dog to 
investigate. 



12 

1. Dog approaches stuffie with 
high level of fear, stuffie lying 
down to be less threatening. 

2. Stuffie is now standing 
upright, with treat placed on it.  
Dog approaches from the side. 
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1. Doing groundwork with stuffie 
moving at a distance from dog.  
 
2. Able to walk stuffie and dog 
together at a closer distance. 
 
3.  Dog able to stand nicely in 
balance next to stuffie. 
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 Reactivity Reduction Exercise  

Designed to help dog feel safe and able to remain 
calm in the presence of other dog (or person or 
moving object). 
 
Encourage dog to give appropriate calming or 
social signals. 
 
Successful outcome if dog is able to basically 
ignore the other dog: DO NOT need to meet and 
greet. 
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Following the neutral dog at a safe 
distance in a large circle. 

Timing entrance into labyrinth so 
dogs don’t face one another. 

Walking in parallel. 

Walking towards and past 
the neutral dog. (Last step – 
standing next to other dog.) 
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Sequence of 
Steps 
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Following neutral dogs in large open area.  
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Using the Labyrinth and timing the entrance.  
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Using the Labyrinth now at a closer distance.  
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Both dogs in the Labyrinth at the same time.  
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Both dogs in the Labyrinth standing in balance.  
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Walking in parallel at greater distance. 
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Walking in parallel slightly closer together. 
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Allow dog to briefly look at neutral dog while standing in balance. 
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Watch for and encourage appropriate calming signals. 
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Walking towards and past the neutral dog. 
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Walking past dog standing in driveway. 



 Successful Outcomes   

Dog remains in low state of arousal, does not 
exhibit previous reactive behavior. 
 
Able to engage in the groundwork and movement 
exercises in a calm manner… Stand quietly in 
balance for brief moments. 
 
Able to give appropriate social signals: Look away 
from other dog and/or ignore other dog. 
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Reactivity Exercise Video 1 
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Reactivity Exercise Video 2 
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Reactivity Exercise Video 3 



  Working With Other Triggers  

This same exercise can be adapted to working 
with other species or moving objects. 
 
Have used bicycles, lawn mowers, skateboards, 
etc. 
 
Great for helping dogs be comfortable with horses 
or other critters. 
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Reducing Arousal with Other Species 
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  Working With Dog/Human Reactivity   

Special considerations for working with dogs who 
are reactive to people and/or with bite history. 
 
Head Collars can be very helpful if used 
appropriately with two points of contact. 
 
Basket muzzle may be needed to keep everyone 
safe. 
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Groundwork with fear reactive 
dog…eventually able to touch. 
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  Management & Expectations   

Management may be a life long commitment. 
 
Exposure to environmental stress has to be 
limited, or at least chunked down into smaller 
steps. 
 
We have to be the advocate for our dogs, so they 
don’t feel the need to be defensive.  Always trying 
to set the dog up to make the right choice. 
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  A Few Thoughts on Dogs and Kids   

Dogs need “safe space” and time away from kids. 
 
Kids need to learn appropriate ways to interact 
with dogs.  TTouch is a great way to teach kids 
how to respectfully approach and touch dogs. 
 
Building compassion for animals at an early age 
can help to prevent abusive behavior towards 
animals.  
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Summary of Lesson 3 Key Concepts 
 
 Reducing reactivity requires that we lower 

arousal and help the dog feel safe: Removing 
pressure from the neck is the first step, and 
awareness of space is another critical factor. 
 

Engaging the dog in purposeful movement 
reduces the sense of being trapped and gives the 
dog a different focus. 

 

Building the dog’s confidence in successive steps 
helps to develop more appropriate behavior. 
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