WHAT IT MEANS TO BE YOUR DOG’S
LEADER
By: Renée Erdman

IT MAY NOT BE WHAT YOU THINK!
If you’re a dog person you’ve likely hear the term ‘Leadership’ more than once. We’re told as dog
guardians that we need to be the "leader of the pack" and let our dogs know who runs the show.
But, being a true “Leader” when it comes to our dogs may be very different than what you’ve
been led to believe.
1. BE CONSISTENT & GET ON THE SAME PAGE
Often times we make one set of rules for our dogs but then change our mind about when we
follow through or not. Unfortunately, dogs can’t read our minds and understand when it’s ok to be
on the couch and when it’s not. They are constantly trying to put together patterns because we
are so inconsistent. Make it easier for your dog by remaining true to what you ask them to do,
such as not rewarding jumping up by giving attention or sitting before leaving for walks out the
front door. If you have multiple family members, this is where a family meeting would be a great
idea so everyone can agree on what the rules are and how important it is so that your dog isn’t
confused. Are dogs not allowed on the couch? Then everyone needs to be on the same page.
Not allowed food from the table so your dog doesn’t beg? Get on the same page.

2. BE A CLEAR COMMUNICATOR
Dogs do not understand our verbal communication very well. As mentioned above, we are very
inconsistent, and when it comes to talking to them, we often use different tones of voice, we use
longer sentences sometimes, and then other times we only use one word! But, we expect them to
understand what we are saying… all the time! Unfortunately, it doesn’t work that way. That’s why
it’s very important when you are training basic obedience skills that you:
●

don’t repeat your verbal cues

●

use the same verbal cue consistently

●

use a marker word like “yes!” when they get it right, and reward consistently

●

use a happy tone, your dog will pay much more attention and be happier to comply

3. BE KIND
“Be the leader you would follow” ~ unknown
The days of using a firm hand and the “alpha” theory have long been denounced as having a
negative impact on our companion animals; there is no need. Being kind is not a sign of
weakness. And being kind does not mean being permissive of everything, either. What it does
mean is that if you are not happy with certain behaviours from your dog, then make the effort to
teach them what you would like them to do INSTEAD. And REWARD them for it! Nuisance
behaviours such as jumping up, pulling on lead, barking for attention and more can all be
changed by teaching them something to do in place of that behaviour and using rewards to let
them know when they get it right. Points 1 and 2 will help you get there! Punishing after the fact
often won’t change the behaviour, and many times can make it worse. Keep in mind that dogs
are not humans and the way we communicate with them will often times not mean what we had
intended!
Honing your communication skills will show a deeper understanding and a better connection with
your dog, and THAT is what makes a true leader.

