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Sometimes resistance manifests 
itself in very obvious ways such 
as when a client skips classes or 

cancels appointments regularly. Clients 
might become openly defensive, hostile, 
or passive-aggressive, especially if they 
expect quick-fixes and then become dis-
appointed or angry when they do not 
occur. More often, resistance is subtler. 
Some clients appear quite helpless and 
passive (passively non-compliant), ex-
pecting the trainer to provide inordinate 
amounts of time and attention to them 
without putting forth much effort them-
selves. It is also common for clients to at-
tend sessions but fail to do any follow-up 
training or work with their dogs at home. 
Sometimes clients seem to be in denial, 
refusing to see serious problems in their 
dogs that could erupt in dangerous ways. 
Once you have identified a particular 
client behavior as resistant, it is vital to 
understand the underlying reasons or 
causes. Clients might resist the sugges-
tions of dog trainers for several reasons 
including:

First, they might be skeptical of 
the value of dog training itself or of a 
specific dog training method (“pushing 
cookies,” for example). This can have its 
roots in cultural practices where inde-
pendence and the “old ways” of doing 
things are valued. For example, one client 
told his trainer, “I’m just here because of 
her [referring to his wife]. Where I come 
from, you just walk the dog around the 
boundaries of your property and give a 
good yank if he goes on the other side. 
He’ll learn soon enough to stay in his 
yard. It’s how my father did it, and how 
I’ve always done it. Don’t see what’s 
wrong with that.” In a case like this, par-
ticipating in obedience classes or consult-
ing a behaviorist implies that the person 
was not capable of doing it himself, and 
there sometimes can be shame attached 
to that. Giving treats to obtain a behavior 
from a dog has cultural undertones—it’s 
mollycoddling or bribing a dog who 
should automatically respect you. Even 
taking a dog to a veterinarian for check-
ups or vaccinations might be considered 
an oddity for some people whose families 
have “always” kept their dogs outdoors 
and strictly for specific purposes, not 
viewing them as companions or pets. 
These can be long-held beliefs represent-
ing family traditions, and they do not 
change overnight. In essence, the clients 
simply do not view dogs the same way 
that trainers do, or they fail to see the 
value of training.

Second, some clients might feel 
uncomfortable with trainers or behav-
iorists who have more education than 
they do, or who seem to know so much 
more about dogs than they do. Although 
clients are not likely to say this, they still 
might feel it. Clients with limited educa-
tional experiences might be suspicious of 
those with college degrees. Clients who 
live in disadvantaged conditions might 
think that trainers cannot relate to the 
economic pressures they feel. If clients 
perceive differences in educational or 
economic status, they might resist trainer 
suggestions that don’t seem to “fit” with 
their living circumstances.

Third, resistance can occur when 
clients perceive that their problems are 
much worse than the suggested meth-
ods are designed to correct. One trainer, 
after explaining how she would proceed 
with an aggression case, heard her client 
say, “I don’t think you get it. This dog 
isn’t aggressive. He’s vicious!”

Fourth, some people resist 
authority of any kind, often linked 
with past bad experiences with 
authority figures. If the trainer 
comes across too strongly as an ex-
pert, telling the individual that she 
must do something, it can result in 
an immediate push-back by the cli-
ent. This often has an oppositional 
quality to it—if you order me to do 
something, I will do the opposite.

Fifth, resistance often has 
roots in faulty information. Some 
clients enter the training or consult-
ing relationship armed with ideas 
about dogs gleaned from television 
programs, online articles, or lessons 
learned at the knee of Uncle Jack 
who always had hunting dogs and 
knew how to work them. 

When trainers suggest meth-
ods that seem to fly in the face of 
what the celebrity or Uncle Jack 
has said, they can be treading on 
delicate ground with the potential 
of creating cognitive dissonance, 
a concept that will be covered 
later in the book. Resistance in these 
cases sometimes takes the form of 
strengthening the individual’s belief 
in the misinformation in an effort to 
protect prior beliefs.

Sixth, clients sometimes have 
deep personal needs that result in 
resistance to training. One woman 
adopted a cute Bichon Frise mix 
from her local shelter. Although she 
did not know the precise history, she 
believed her dog had been abused 
because of his fearful reactions to 
new people. Intending to protect her 
dog from further harm, she carried 
him everywhere, accommodated 
his every desire, and immediately 
rushed to his aid at the slightest 
sign of distress. In essence, she was 
smothering the dog with her love 
and devotion. When her trainer 
first suggested that the dog could 
learn some new skills to help build 
his confidence, the woman resisted, 
“But he’s so afraid. I don’t think he 
can learn these things. I don’t want 
to put any pressure on him.” What 

the trainer was suggesting was well 
within the dog’s safety zone, and the cli-
ent’s protests were out of proportion to 
the suggestions. Eventually, the woman 
revealed that her husband had died just 
before she acquired the dog and that her 
only son had moved across the country. 
She had been immensely lonely and 
had poured her love and attention into 
the dog, needing to believe that the dog 
needed her just as much as she needed 
the dog.

Seventh, clients might resist when 
they realize the commitment of time 
and money needed to train or correct 
problem behaviors in their dogs. Their 
expectations may not line up with the 
reality of what it will take to change their 
situation. Upon learning that the problem 
is more challenging than they realized, 
they might recoil. Others may resist any 
approach that requires their own partici-
pation, as most canine interventions do. 
For some, they have exhausted their own 
resources in trying numerous things to 
handle the situation themselves, and they 
simply do not have the energy to do any-
thing further. They might have expected 
that the trainer could simply “fix” the 

dog without further demands on them. 
This expectation can be enhanced by the 
“quick fix” culture that exists in many 
places today.

Eighth, clients may not be “ready” 
to make changes. The concept of “readi-
ness” refers to the process people go 
through before they take action. You 
might know that you need to get a new 
car. You put off the decision for several 
reasons—there is a lot to think about in 
terms of make and model, you need to 

save enough money, you need 
more time to go visit several 
dealers and take test drives, 
you need to look through 
the papers for used cars, you 
want to go online and read the 
consumer ratings of various 
cars—you don’t do anything 
because you’re not ready. 
Then something shifts in your 
life and you are motivated to 
take all the steps needed to 
acquire the new car. That shift 
might be from something 
vague and undefined—you 
wake up one morning moti-
vated to purchase a car, or it 
might be something outside 
your control that alters your 
motivation current car breaks 
down and will cost a fortune 
to repair. This same process 
occurs for clients as they 
think about attending classes 
or contacting a behaviorist to 
help with a problem. Readi-
ness is also a very individual 
thing. You or I might im-
mediately seek help if one of 
our dogs bit someone. Other 

people might think the first bite was an 
anomaly and don’t feel ready to seek help 
until two or three bites convince them 
that there is a pattern forming. You might 
scratch your head about such things, 
but readiness (motivation that compels 
action) is a uniquely personal process 
dependent on many factors, not all of 
which are fully understood.
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