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Challenges concerning the walk 
 
One common problem area for dog owners is during the walk. The walk 
is an extremely important activity as it mentally stimulates your dog, it 
releases pent up energy and is good exercise. Additionally, it is a crucial 
time when dogs demonstrate their place in the pack.  
 
When you take your dog out for a walk this is a time where you connect 
as a pack and install who is the leader and who is the follower. Many dog 
owners choose not to take their dogs out while others put their dogs in the 
car, drive to the park and let them off the lead straight away to prevent 
being pulled down the road. I understand the temptation as it is the easier 
option; the very thought of being pulled down the road, a possible dog 
attack and eventually arriving home feeling embarrassed, stressed and 
with a sore arm, it really is not an attractive prospect for anyone!  
 
On numerous occasions I have witnessed stressed dogs change into happy 
and relaxed dogs just by getting this area right and it has become very 
clear to me that this is a vital area for showing leadership, as well as 
releasing nervous and pent up energy. It is why so many dogs will ignore 
pain inflicted by a collar so they can take that leader position, with them 
in front and you behind. It is one of the main areas of leadership and 
although it does require dedicating time to do the training, it is well worth 
it. By avoiding taking your dog out or putting him in the car and driving 
straight to the park you are missing out on a major opportunity to 
convince your dog that you are the pack leader.  
 
Getting this right eliminates other areas… 
 
I remember an owner I visited for a home consultation, she had three cats 
and a Westie dog. The dog had viciously attacked the cats on a few 
occasions and had left such tension in the house that the cats lived most 
of the time upstairs, feeling frightened, and the dog downstairs, trying to 
get at them. The owners were at their wit’s end and dreaded another 
attack happening, so I was called in to save both cat and dog’s lives and 
return sanity to the household!  
 
On the first meeting I explained the areas that her dog looked for 
leadership and how she could achieve this in a kind and gentle way. I 
requested that she first work on laying down the foundations of 
leadership. I returned a week later and asked for the cats to be placed in 
the small lounge downstairs so that we could put down boundaries and 



integrate them all. Looking at the owner’s face it was evident that she 
thought I was mad and that world war three was about to happen! 
 
Before taking the dog into the lounge we took him for a walk so I could 
release any excitable or pent up energy (from both the dog and the 
owner!) and clearly demonstrate that the dog was a lower ranking 
member. We did this by ensuring that he walked calmly on the lead by 
our side. This also gave me an opportunity to reassure the owner and 
encourage her to think positively. I asked her to tell me all the wonderful 
things about her dog and her life, as I knew the recipe for success was to 
have both dog and owner in a balanced state of mind. The dog responded 
quickly and favourably on the lead, so we let him off when we got to the 
fields. He stayed close and always came back when called. When we 
returned to the house it was evident that we had a relaxed and happy dog. 
We let him cool down, fed him and it was then a good time to introduce 
him to the cats.  
 
I asked the owner to go into the lounge and I would bring the dog in 
whilst still on the lead. We walked in, he saw the cats, averted his gaze 
(which is a submissive act) and went lay in his bed. You could have heard 
a pin drop as well as the owner’s jaw hitting the floor! I handed the lead 
to the owner and she took him out of the room and brought him back in 
again with the same response. At the end of the consultation I let myself 
out as the owner was busy stroking a cat one side of her and the dog the 
other side. It would have certainly made a wonderful photo.  
 
Although this is an astonishing story the point I am making is this. We 
did not need to do any work with the dog or the cats we just needed to 
demonstrate that the dog was not in charge. We communicated with the 
dog during the walk, we drained his nervous energy and had a calm, 
submissive dog who no longer wanted to kill the cats. The important 
message from this example is that the owner was able to achieve a 
dramatic transformation in her dog’s behaviour and now lives in harmony 
with her animals. What was needed was an understanding of what was 
going on in her dog’s mind, for her to take the leadership position and to 
think positively and relax. You too will be able to achieve these types of 
results. 
 
Getting ready for the walk 
 
The first step is to stop any over excitable reaction when taking your dog 
out, so avoid saying 'walkies' or any other related words your dog 
connects to the walk. This also means that if your dog reacts, jumps or 



barks when you get the lead out or when you put your shoes or coat on, 
you will need to spend some time desensitizing him. A successful method 
of achieving this is to get the lead out or put on your coat and shoes 
throughout the day without any intention of taking your dog out. Now 
some may think this is cruel or teasing, but what you are doing is 
breaking the association with the walk which creates over excitement and 
sometimes manic behaviour. Why do you want to break this association? 
Because in order for you to communicate to your dog that you are the 
leader when outside the house you need to avoid him bounding out of the 
front door. Trying to get through to children or adults who are in an 
excitable state is extremely difficult to do and it is the same for dogs, so 
from the outset it is vital to prevent him getting over excited. 
 
To reiterate, you should practice picking the lead up and putting it down 
and very importantly, ignore ANY reaction from your dog. This means 
don't speak to, look at or touch him. Ignore all behaviours and turn 
around and walk into another room, you will be amazed how quickly 
your dog will calm down when you do not react to any of his repertoires. 
Also, you will notice that the excited reaction you get when picking up 
the lead will decrease and he will calm much more quickly, leaving you 
with a dog in a much more balanced state of mind to leave your home. 
 
Pulling on the lead training in the home 
 
The best place to do any training is in the house as it holds the least 
amount of distractions for your dog and is a great environment to clearly 
communicate who is the leader. With this in mind, here is a very effective 
method for dogs that pull on the lead.  
 
Approximately 3 times a day for a period of about 15-20 minutes put 
your dog on the lead, not because you are taking him out but to walk him 
around with you in the home. This may seem a bit strange at first but it is 
a valuable way for you to display that you are the leader and your dog is 
the follower. For example walk to the kitchen from the living room and 
make a cup of tea. Then walk into the living room, sit down and drink it 
before going back to the kitchen to do something else for a while. After a 
short period go back to the living room, and continue to move back and 
forth around your house keeping your dog with you on his lead. Simply 
by doing this you are making the decisions and leading the way.  
 
This is not a time to coax your dog to come with you, a dominant dog 
would not persuade another dog to move, he would move the other dog 
with his intent and energy. Similarly, you will be giving your dog non-



verbal communication that 'I am the leader, we go where I say, and you 
are the follower.' Your mindset is 'You are coming with me.' Remember 
dogs live in the moment and will not sit there plotting revenge because 
you walked into the kitchen when they were sitting comfortably in the 
lounge!  
 
Remember you must be a strong pack leader and normal human emotions 
such as feeling sorry or guilty gives a weak energy which is not 
demonstrated by an Alpha in the world of dogs. When a more dominant 
dog wants another dog to move he does not stop and think 'aaahhhh, I 
should not disturb him, he looks comfortable, I will come back later!' he 
moves him. Pack leaders make decisions and expect directions and 
boundaries to be followed. 
 
Can you see already how you are calmly and confidently presenting 
yourself as a strong leader in a gentle way? Consistency and repetition is 
the winning combination in all areas with your dog. Stay calm, patient 
and confident and allow your dog time to let go of the leadership role. For 
some dogs it is almost instant where others need more convincing. 
 
What is the best type of lead to use? 
 
The first thing to consider is the lead. I recommend a slip, rope lead 
placed around the top of the neck, just under the ears. Why? Because this 
gives you control of the head so you can direct your dog instead of your 
dog taking charge. I do not recommend harnesses although I understand 
perfectly well why people use them when dogs pull and nearly choke 
themselves, but can you see how you would give complete control to a 
dog that has a harness around his body? His head, neck and upper body 
has full range of dictating where he wants to go. Remember you will be 
following the other recommendations we have already discussed at home 
before even going outside, which will already help you considerably to 
control your dog on the lead when leaving the home.  
 
Dogs that are fearful of leads and going out 
 
At this point, it is worth mentioning dogs who are frightened to go out, or 
freeze when you put the lead on them. Not all dogs get over-excited about 
the walk and I have seen many dogs that hide. This could be due to a 
previous traumatic experience outside or for dogs who are frightened of 
cars, joggers or loud noises. Again, it is essential that you are the pack 
leader as many walk related behaviours are due to dogs believing they are 
the Alpha. Dogs do not rationalize or have a great understanding of the 



man made world we live in, they do not think ‘That is just a car that 
humans use to get to work’ or ‘That is a car back firing, that happens, no 
big deal!’ When dogs believe themselves to be the leader they are 
responsible for you and their pack and for some dogs it is just too 
overwhelming. This can also be a distressing experience for insecure 
dogs as the lead is associated with going outside which creates fear and 
unease. 
 
What to do when your dog is frightened of the lead or going out for a 
walk 
 
Start by associating the lead as a good experience. Dogs live in the 
moment. However, they do associate with the past so you need to 
associate something good with the lead and usually the answer is food. 
Should your dog be very frightened of the lead leave it on the floor and 
put his favourite treat near to or on the lead, gradually move the treat 
closer to the lead until you are able to put the lead on him. Reward with 
calm reassurance and good food associations whilst doing so. Leave him 
to walk around with the lead on and if he freezes, again use a high quality 
treat to get him to walk with it on. In my experience working with dogs 
like this, it is evident they very quickly forget they had a problem with 
the lead as it has now become a really pleasurable experience. In the same 
way that many dog owners teach their dog to sit and lay down by 
associating this action with a treat, the same can be done for dogs that 
have fear of leads. 
 
Once your dog is convinced that you are the pack leader, he will feel safe 
in your presence, will feel that you will protect him and will look at you 
for direction and how to react in potentially troubling situations. Once he 
sees that you remain calm and relaxed and you are not upset or frightened 
when a car goes by for example, then he too will relax. When the pack 
leader does not have a problem this is the message that is communicated 
non-verbally to the pack. The great news is your dog does not need to 
understand about cars or joggers, all he needs to know is that you, the 
decision maker and the one responsible for the pack,  are not concerned. 
 
When standing at the front door getting ready to go out 
 
So picture this, you are now at the front door, take a deep breath and give 
yourself a few minutes to feel good. You may recall a time when you 
were on holiday and how beautiful the location was, how the food was 
wonderful and the weather was fantastic. When feeling confident and in 
high spirits, now is the time to open the door but before you open it 



remember that it is essential that you go out the door first as you are the 
leader and your dog is the follower. This is a very clear and concise 
communication to your dog that you are in charge and the dynamics have 
changed in the pack. This process is also important as it informs your dog 
that it is not acceptable to go through entrances before you, preventing 
him from ‘bolting’ through any open doors or gates which could 
jeopardise his safety. 
 
It is very important to keep your thoughts free of past disasters that have 
happened on the walk and change your expectations from one of dread 
and 'what ifs' to a positive outlook. Anticipate only good things 
happening such as meeting great people with balanced dogs and all 
getting on well together. Visualize your dog walking calmly by your side 
and looking at you for guidance. Should on any occasion a situation not 
go to plan do not be disillusioned, but continue to think only positive 
thoughts the next day. It may take a while for your optimistic beliefs to 
register and always remember that consistency and repetition is the key to 
success.  

What you will very soon notice is that your dog is naturally calm and 
ready to go out, you too are naturally calm and expecting only good 
things to happen and you set off by going out the door first.  

Dogs that ‘Zig-zag and control the walk 

Many dog owners ask ‘How do I stop my dog from zig-zagging in front 
of me and smelling and urinating at every lamp post and bush?’ My 
answer is very simple ‘Keep a short lead’ this means you loop the lead 
over so there is not so much lead available to your dog. The reason why 
this is vital is that you are now in control of your dog, instead of your dog 
being in control of you. You are also in charge of the sniffing and 
urinating and remember the main communication you are aiming for on 
the walk is to connect as a pack and install yourself as the leader. This is 
what I refer to as ‘leadership first and then affection’ - the smelling, 
urinating and letting your dog off the lead is the affection side of the 
communication. I realise that might seem a bit strict and some people 
may say ‘It is in his breed to sniff or it is natural for him to urinate’ and of 
course you would be right. However, this can be done 15 – 20 minutes 
into the walk, once you have established leadership and your dog is 
walking calmly by your side. By your dog pulling you to the lamp post 
and stopping you abruptly while he goes and sniffs something puts him in 
the dominant position and you as the follower. In your dog's mind it is 
very simple; there are two positions, a leader or follower. Try to put your 
human emotions aside, assert yourself as the pack leader and once that 



message has got through, you can let him sniff the bushes etc., on your 
terms. You are not being mean you are speaking his language, 
consequently resulting in a happy and well balanced dog. 

Dogs that pull on the lead 

Should your dog try to pull in front of you, give a quick firm jerk of the 
lead towards you, rather than upwards. This must not hurt him but gain 
his attention. You may want to add a firm word such as 'Hey' or 'No' to 
further get his attention. Once you have corrected and got your dog’s 
interest, relax your arm and shoulders. Ensure you have no tension 
because what you feel transmits down the lead like an electric current. 
Walk forward, your head held high, chest forward and relax. Resist 
looking down at your dog anticipating that he will pull. You can at any 
time stop to gain your composure and remember to breathe!  

In the same way you demonstrated in the house, you can stop and change 
direction at any time, remembering that your thoughts are 'You are 
coming with me, on my terms.' This is a good way to confuse a dog who 
believes they are making the decisions and help relinquish him of the top 
dog status, which has caused you both a great deal of stress in the past. 

Imagine going on a walk with your dog walking calmly by your side, 
looking at you for guidance and direction. This is what you can look 
forward to. 

Letting your dog off the lead 

Now let us move on to the stage when you let your dog off the lead. My 
advice is to only let your dog off when he is responding well and walking 
by your side on the lead. Until you have communicated to your dog that 
you are in charge of the walk there is a strong possibility that your dog 
will do whatever he likes when off the lead. Remember letting your dog 
off the lead is the affection side of the process and leadership needs to be 
established first. 

Now, please do not misunderstand me, it is wonderful to let your dog off 
the lead, it is so joyful to watch happy and well balanced dogs enjoying 
their freedom and burning off excess energy. However, this is not an 
enjoyable experience if you are dreading an incident happening or are 
anxious that your dog may not come back or will only do so when he is 
ready. It is also potentially dangerous for your dog. Pack leaders do what 
they want, when they want, they come when they want and they go where 
they want. This is why it is vital to put leadership in place before letting 
your pet run free, a dog who feels in charge will return on his terms and 



when he is ready. This may not be true in every situation, some owners 
say that their dog is much better off than on the lead and I will explain the 
reasons why this can happen at the end of this chapter. The point I would 
like to highlight here is if you have a dog that does what he likes when let 
off the lead it is essential to establish leadership on the lead first. 

I recommend an extendable lead whilst in the park so you can train your 
dog to return when called. By using high quality treats you can 
communicate what your dog is supposed to do and like all dog training 
this becomes so much easier once you have established yourself as the 
pack leader. Sometimes dogs simply have not understood what they are 
supposed to do, rather than just being naughty. 

There are some key things to remember when your dog is off the lead  

The important things to remember are: 

• Your dog keeps his eye on you, rather than you on him. This means 
you walk ahead and look at him out the corner of your eye. Resist, 
if possible, the urge to keep calling him to you, just keep walking 
and he will come after you. Pack members keep an eye on the pack 
leader and the pack leader does not keep fussing after them. 

• Should your dog be far ahead of you, turn and walk in the opposite 
direction, he will soon notice and come running after you. You are 
again giving the communication, “I am the leader making the 
decisions and you are the follower”.  

• A key point to remember is that dogs live in the now, so if they 
return on the fifth time that you call, they are good dogs. Why? 
Because they associate in the moment, which means you called 
them and they came.  To punish them will be telling them off for 
returning. Dogs do not analyze or rationalise, they do not stand 
there and think ‘I was called 5 times, 4 of which I ignored, so that 
is why I’m being told off’ it sounds amusing just imagining they 
may do that.  

I suggest calling him twice and then walking the other way. If your dog 
comes when he is ready, calmly put him back on the lead and walk 
changing directions for a while to reaffirm that you are the leader. 

It is important to note that research has discovered that when dogs 
become focused on one sense, such as sight or smell, other senses shut 
down. This is why many dog owners say their dog goes deaf when they 
are interested in a smell or focused at someone or something. 



Remember if at any time whilst in the park or fields your dog starts to 
ignore your requests, put him on the lead and walk to heel for 10-15 
minutes in the same way you would when walking him to the park. 
During this time, in order to communicate your message, allow no 
pulling, sniffing or urinating, which will further remind him that you are 
the pack leader. After your dog has responded positively you can let him 
off the lead again, however you rarely need to do this when you have 
convinced your dog that you are the Alpha.  
 
Why is my dog aggressive with other dogs on the lead but fine when 
off the lead? 
 
This is a regularly asked question and I would like to conclude this 
section by explaining why some dogs are aggressive with other dogs 
when on the lead but are fine if they are off the lead in the park. Once 
again we find the answer by understanding dogs’ pack mentality. When 
dogs are in a situation they are not sure about their first choice of 
avoidance is to run, if that is not possible their next option is to freeze or 
growl and the last response is to attack. Most dogs use these options in 
that order which is why so many dogs are much better with other dogs off 
the lead as their first option to run is available to them. Dogs will avoid 
confrontation unless they are either a dominant Alpha dog or have learnt 
to attack before being attacked due to association. It is always important 
to remember that whilst dogs do not live in the past, they do associate 
with previous experience. 


