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5 STEPS THAT CAN CHANGE 

YOUR DOG’S BEHAVIOR 
Written by Carolyn Kocman Pet Behaviorist, ACDBC 

 

True or false: Your dog has not been successful at facing certain challenges of life? 

The answer must be “true,” or you likely wouldn’t be reading this right now. 

It is likely that some of those “challenges” don’t seem to be challenges to other dogs and certainly not in 

your estimation. You don’t understand what exactly is going on with this pup—why is he or she different 

from all the others you have adopted before? What is going on with your dog?! Don’t be fooled into thinking 

you are alone in this battle. The truth is that most people have an issue or two with their pet’s behavior. 

Unfortunately, some will never take the steps necessary to correct the problem. But you have chosen to be 

proactive in this matter. You deserve kudos for taking that step. Maybe your dog can’t thank you, but on 

behalf of dogs with behavioral issues everywhere, I offer my sincere thanks. It is pet owners like you that 

enable their fur babies to live full and happy lives, despite the odds being against them. And speaking of 

odds—you are about to turn them around, because once you start down the road to behavior modification, 

your dog’s odds of success are ever increasing. 

Consider this: many dogs start out life at a disadvantage. While some are bred for specific traits and others 

are the result of two stray dogs getting together for a little tryst, it isn’t just genetics that play a role in your 

dog’s behavior. Dogs respond to both internal and external situations. While a pain or tummy ache may put 

your dog back in bed for the afternoon or cause him to be grouchy, so can external factors such as a chaotic 

homelife, a new addition to the home, or a scary storm. How can a pet parent gain control of their pet’s poor 

behaviors and turn them around? The following list of five of the most important things you can do for your 

pet should begin to point your pet in the right direction.  

1. Provide a den. 

Those words are some of the first directives I give to my clients. To some this directive makes sense at the 

core, as it meets a dog’s physical needs. However, to meet a behavioral need this step is essential. 

Domestic dogs are the descendants of wild animals. As such, dogs maintain certain instincts that are 

common to all canids. One such instinct is the search for a safe place when he/she feels threatened in some 

way. We humans think that our home is exactly that. But the dog’s needs are a bit less opulent, a tad 

smaller, and far more basic. Your dog needs a den. In fact, not just your dog, but every dog needs one. A den 

is a place to run to, a place to hide when the chips are down. Maybe for your dog it’s the thunderstorm that 
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creates angst. You may note how your dog runs and tries to hide somewhere during these times. Perhaps it’s 

the fireworks display that sent your pup over the top. Maybe it’s the big party you’re having or the sound of 

gunshot. Regardless of the cause, every dog should have a place where they can hide and feel protected.  

No, you don’t have to dig a giant hole in your back yard! A den can be so much easier and more pleasant. 

What you really need to do is mimic the den somewhere in your home. Where that should be will, of course, 

be determined by your own home’s layout as well as some other factors. But the following rules will help you 

find the perfect place: 

1. A den is dim. It is away from the bright lights. What corner or area in your home fits that 

description? Perhaps it is in an inside corner in the home, in a larger closet, or laundry room. Maybe 

you have an end table or desk with space underneath that would work. Wherever you choose, you 

want the area shielded from bright lights. You can also create this space tossing a lightweight 

blanket or sheet over a crate. 

 

2. A den is quiet. So, while you are looking for a spot for that crate or for an appropriate corner, 

consider that you need it to be in a quieter area of the home, away from windows and doors where a 

lot of activity occurs. You can use white noise to mask sounds that may permeate the area, as 

needed. You may also use peaceful, calming music to relax the dog as you see fit. 

 

3. A den is appropriately sized. If you have a crate or are going to purchase one, make sure your dog 

always has enough room to stand up and turn around. Anything smaller is too small. Obviously in a 

more open area this won’t be an issue for the dog (e.g., in the corner of a room), but if you have a 

tiny closet and a Great Dane sized dog, reconsider your spot considering your dog’s needs. 

 

4. A den is comfortable. It’s likely that your pup will want to spend some time in a well-designed safe 

place. It not only serves as a place to hide but can also be a pleasant place to just relax. Add 

comfortable and appropriate bedding to this space for this purpose. Add a few toys or bones to 

make it his own space, much as you would do by putting your own personal items in your bedroom. 

 

5. A den smells safe. What? Smells safe???! What does that mean? It means that your dog is intricately 

aware of the scents around him. But you already knew that. It’s why he shows up in the kitchen 

every time you start to cook dinner. It’s why he rolls in unknown substances in the back yard. And it 

is why you need to add scent to this space. But I am not talking about scents that you will smell 

either. Your dog is much more highly sensitive to scents than you are, so you can take advantage of 

that without making sure your home smells like—well—those things your dog likes to sniff (they 

shall remain unnamed). Here are a couple things that will work best in this space: 

 

a. Dog appeasing pheromones (DAP). These products are widely available in local pet stores 

and online. It is best to get the diffuser for your dog’s safe space and to plug it in as close to 

the area as possible. While these products will cover a wider area, you will want to calming 

pheromones, which are derived from dog’s mother’s milk, to be strongest in his or her safe 

space.  
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It should be noted that these products also come in other forms: collars and sprays. Collars 

are helpful when you need an additional boost when the dog is on the go. Sprays can add 

another layer and can be applied to bedding and bandanas. Unfortunately, the sprays do 

not last particularly long, and you will need to reapply quite frequently, so this is 

recommended only as an adjunct to the diffuser. 

 

b. Your scent. Your dog is comforted in knowing that you are near. Sleep in an old t-shirt or 

some other item that you wouldn’t mind giving up. Then place that clothing in the dog’s 

safe space. He will appreciate your closeness even when you are not there! 

 

c. If for any reason you are not able to do the DAP, but would like to try lavender, that is 

another option that helps some dogs. Just make sure you are diffusing a high quality, pure 

lavender and don’t diffuse anything that may cause harm to your pet. Of course, lavender 

you will smell, unlike the pheromones. 

 

6. A den is inviting. Feel free to provide yummy treats in the crate either to lure your pet to the area or 

to busy her while she’s confined. Long lasting treats can help her relax when she needs to be there 

for a while, so consider leaving her with a toy that is stuffed with the canned, pate version of her 

food and frozen or her favorite elk antler. 

 

7. A den is always fully accessible. This means your dog must always have access to his/her safe space 

24/7. If you lock your dog in a room or on a certain floor of the home, make sure the safe space is 

fully available within the dog’s space. If you place the safe space in a laundry room or closet, you will 

need to be sure never to close that door or to install a doggie door in the door for the times that it is 

closed and teach your dog how to use that doggie door.  

2. Stop using aversive methods.  

We need to decrease the anxiety/fear/stress of any dog with behavioral issues. Our first step toward this end 

was the provision of a safe place. But what good is the safe place if you are constantly creating fear, stress, 

and anxiety in the dog otherwise? Getting rid of aversive measures thus becomes a top priority when 

addressing behaviors of concern. To change the internal environment of the dog and address fears, anxiety, 

and stress, it is essential to stop employing methods that create that response in the first place. 

Aversive methods of training and correction can pose great ethical concerns and these methods are frowned 

on by many professionals for this reason alone. Aversive methods are also largely ineffective for a variety of 

reasons. Numerous clients report adding punishment to their pet’s behaviors with little result. Most 

understand that it’s not working for them and are searching for better answers. 

Most people don’t realize that the methods they are currently using with their pups are aversive. It is often 

the case that aversive methods are overlooked as a unique source of anxiety, fear, and stress and that they 

are often the source of aggression. Consequently, the continued use of these methods will add fuel an 

already existing aggressive or otherwise fear-based behavior.  
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It is imperative to define what measures are aversive in nature. Aversive methods are punishment. 

Punishment is defined as the addition of an aversive (something unpleasant like shock, hitting, prong, 

choke, pinch, etc.) with the intent of reducing the likelihood that the behavior will reoccur. For example, if a 

dog is wearing a bark collar, upon barking that collar provides an aversive sound, vibration, shock, or spray. 

The purpose of the collar would be to deter the dog from repeating the barking behavior. This is considered 

punishment. 

Aversive methods such as shock, prong, choke, hitting, vibration, and aversive sprays and sounds, etc. will 

most often backfire when they create more fear, stress, and anxiety in the animal. The fear, stress, and 

anxiety are directly related to the pain or discomfort that is either experienced or anticipated. When aversive 

methods are used on dogs, it is often the case that the dog will become more aggressive. So, while some 

aversive methods create aggression and other behavioral problems (as a source of the behavioral concern), 

even when the behaviors are sourced elsewhere, the use of an aversive will exacerbate some behaviors such 

as aggression. Thus, it is never wise to use aversive methods and it is best to discontinue the use of them if 

you have already started. Unfortunately, the bad news for some is the problem you encounter with the use 

of underground fencing. It is recommended that if this is an issue you are concerned with, you explore some 

other options: physical fencing (could be cost prohibitive), deer fencing (non-permanent solution), and 

tethering the dog. This decision tends to derail some from their behavioral goals for their pups. Don’t allow 

that to happen. You are on a journey that has a few bumps in the road, but I promise this will be worth it in 

the end! 

Worse than being ineffective, aversive methods can truly backfire when the chips are down. The last thing 

most clients want is for a dog to become more aggressive and/or to turn on his/her owner. And of course, 

instilling fear can put that animal in fight or flight mode – often with the dog choosing the fight option. As 

bad as it is that aversive methods are ineffective, worse still is the fact that they can backfire and create a 

worse scenario. If you are using aversion of any kind, it is strongly recommended that you stop using these 

methods with your pet immediately and for the life of the animal (and the same for all animals in the home). 

3. Clear up communication with your dog. 

If your dog does not understand what you want him to do, he is less likely to carry out the command. 

Furthermore, if you continue to ask him to do something he does not understand, it will frustrate him and 

increase his stress levels. Think of it this way: someone walks up to you and asks you to have a seat. You 

would like to comply with their request, but you do not understand the language in which it was conveyed. If 

the individual continues to repeat the request in another language, becoming more and more insistent, your 

stress level will rise. Why? Because you understand only that you are being asked to do something but do 

not know what that thing is. 

1. Be consistent. The above example applies as much to your dog as it does to you. If she is not asked 

clearly and consistently to perform a command, and in a way that she understands, she will become 

frustrated and even stressed over it. A dog naturally speaks body language. Your dog is watching 

your movement, your stance, and your expressions for cues. Your pup does not naturally speak 

English (or insert language of your choice). Therefore, when giving commands you must clearly and 

consistently tell your dog what individual words mean so that she will know and understand them 
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long term. 

 

2. Mark behaviors. This means that when your dog follows through with your command (i.e., your dog 

sits when she is asked to sit), you will immediately provide an indication that she did the correct 

thing at that moment. If your dog sits on command, as soon as her butt hits the ground there should 

be a “marker” that tells the dog “Yes! That is exactly what I wanted you to do when I gave that 

command.” This is accomplished either with a clicker or with a verbal marker like “Good girl/boy!” or 

“Yes!”  

 

3. Use appropriate body language. Your dog’s primary methods of communication with other animals 

and humans include body language. A dog in the wild is not speaking or understanding human 

language nor is he necessarily able to understand the verbal utterings of other animals. He is 

watching the very body language of the individual to see if they are friendly or a threat. Your dog 

maintains this trait. Thus, if a stranger comes up to him stands in front of him and stares him down, 

this is likely to be considered threatening behavior by your dog, even if it is not meant to be such. 

As such, if your dog is a “Nervous Nellie,” you may wish to shield her from such individuals. 

Furthermore, you will want to teach your friends appropriate ways to approach your dog in a non-

threatening manner. These approaches include facing the side and not staring into the animal’s 

eyes. Better yet, it’s optimal to allow the dog to approach you rather than the reverse. And never 

reach out to a nervous dog. The whole “letting him sniff your hand” thing is just setting the stage for 

a bite! 

4. Get eye contact. 

Have you ever spoken to someone who kept looking at their phone? You get only so far before you realize 

that this individual is not hearing what I am saying! Yet repeatedly pet parents will ask a dog to perform a 

particular command when the dog is not focused on his owner. Often the individual will repeat the 

command, not once but multiple times, yet to no avail. Then there is the excited little dog that whips herself 

into a frenzy doing every trick in the book before one command is even uttered by her owner. None of these 

dogs is paying attention to their handlers in these situations. 

Stop frustrating yourself! If any of that sounds like your dog’s training sessions, you are missing a key 

component: eye contact.  Just as with the example of a human looking at a phone instead of focusing on the 

individual that is conversing with them, a dog cannot have his focus in two places at once. You need the eye 

contact of the animal to know if he is paying attention to your command before you launch into utterances 

of command words that will literally provide you with nothing but a heaping helping of frustration.  

When you can consistently get a dog to give you eye contact when you call his/her name, you have a dog 

that is thinking. She will wait on your command if she is paying attention to you. But how do you get a dog’s 

attention without revealing a hand full of high value treats? It’s quite simple. Call your dog’s name (you may 

alternatively put this on a different command like “look” or “eyes”). If he looks at you in the eye, mark that 

behavior as soon as it occurs with a click or a “good boy!” and then immediately treat it. Do this every single 

time until the behavior is consistent at a 90% success rate. Once you have a good eye contact command put 

this step into place every time you give a command, so that the process looks like this:  
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• Call dog’s name (or ask for attention) 

• Dog looks you in the eye, holding eye contact 

• Give command (e.g., sit) 

• Dog carries out command (e.g., dog sits) 

• As soon as the dog sits, you will mark that behavior and treat. 

If you gain eye contact prior to every command, your dog will pay attention and learn. Your dog is not 

learning if he is not paying attention—it’s that simple. Save yourself the frustration and do not give a 

command until you have eye contact. Side benefit: your dog’s attention is no longer on the treat, so it will be 

easier to fade out treats at the appropriate time. 

5. Consistency and repetition. 

Consistency and repetition go hand in hand, but one can be more important than the other. Repetition is 

super important because it is the one factor that will drill a behavior into the dog’s repertoire. In other words, 

the more your dog practices a behavior, the more likely it is that your dog will start to do that behavior on his 

own. If I ask my dog to sit every time that I turn around to give him his dinner, he will likely at some point 

begin to sit on his own when I am ready to put down his bowl, and I would no longer have to ask him to do 

the behavior. 

While repetition is extremely important in building new and better behaviors, consistency is what fuels the 

process. Without consistency, repetition does not exist in training. If your dog learns a new thing on Monday 

and practices it consistently throughout the week, he will not only become good at that new behavior or 

command, but he will also likely be ready to learn more commands and build on what he has learned within 

a short time. But when an owner is inconsistent in training, the entire process falls apart. Consider this: 

Barkley learns how to sit on Monday—YAY! But then Tuesday Barkley’s owner must work late and 

Wednesday everyone is running errands, and Thursday comes and goes and now it is Friday. Does Barkley 

remember how to sit on Friday? Not very likely if it is newly learned and unrehearsed. This means that on 

Friday Barkley’s entire training session will be devoted to relearning Monday’s task. He will not be able to 

spend any time learning anything else because as an adult dog he only has a roughly 15-minute attention 

span. 

The bottom line here is that training needs to be consistent in terms of being regularly provided. It must be 

consistent too in how it is carried out: get eye contact, give command, mark the appropriately executed 

behavior immediately, then reward. This consistency will help your dog to learn and move forward while 

adding more practice sessions (repetition) will help him make the behaviors part of his natural responses. 

And while we have addressed this in terms of formal training on command-based behaviors, it should be 

noted that regardless of the task, regardless of the skill, any learning activity should be approached with 

consistency and repetition. While your behavioral challenge may not be directly related to a command (e.g., 

stay), the principle is the same. So, if you are teaching the dog a different kind of response as opposed to a 

formal training command (e.g., to seek you out and stay by your side when he feels anxious or to chew a 

bone instead of your furniture), you will likewise want to remain as consistent as possible and practice 

appropriate behavioral responses often.  
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Now your task is to take these tips and put them to good use! By providing a safe environment, free of fear, 

effectively training your dog, and consistently practicing good behaviors, you will be on the path to better 

behavioral responses from your pup. You have started down the right path—you can do this!  

 

 

 

Thanks for reading this free resource. To get professional advice from a pet professional, visit ckpetbehavior.com 

and see how a behaviorist approach can transform your home life with your pet. 

http://ckpetbehavior.com/
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