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section focuses on ways to en-
gage such people whose ideas 
about dogs or training are quite 
different from your own. Some 
of the material here is relevant 
to later stages of the trainer-
client relationship as well, but 
it is most likely to arise in the 
early stages.

People frequently develop 
preconceived notions if they 
have been influenced by things 
they see on television or read 
online, often without the ben-
efit of accurate knowledge or 
critical thinking. For example, if 
a client watches someone who 
seems to be an expert saying 
that dogs are trying to domi-
nate their people at every turn, 
this idea can be accepted with-
out question. If an influential, 
confident person instills even 
a small degree of fear (that the 
dog will take over the house-
hold) or self-doubt (that it is all 
because the humans were too 
weak to assert their superior-
ity by using forced alpha rolls, 
leash pops, aversive body holds 
and equipment) these ideas can 
become an integral part of the 
client’s entire frame of refer-
ence about dog training. They 
very well may not be aware 
that the dubious and insidious 
use of fear and self-doubt have 
subtly manipulated them into 
a desire to be “pack leader” for 
their dogs. These same psycho-
logical tools can be misused by 
reinforcement-based trainers as 
well, and this is one reason that 
I urge canine professionals to be 
careful to make fact-based argu-
ments rather than emotional 
ones, lest they be guilty of these 

same tactics. 

Unfortunately, countering 
such beliefs with facts alone 
may not work. It is useful to 
suggest articles and books, 
such as John Bradshaw’s Dog 
Sense (2011), which provide 
scientific evidence about who 
dogs are, how they organize 
themselves socially, and how 
they learn best, but this may not 
be enough to change a client’s 
beliefs. These beliefs may rest 
on emotional foundations that 
often are more compelling than 
factual information. This brings 
us to an important and relevant 
psychological construct that 
canine professionals ought to 
know: cognitive dissonance. 

Cognitive dissonance 
People want their thoughts 

and ideas‚Äîcognitions‚Äîto be 
consonant, in agreement with 
each other. It is difficult for 
people to hold two conflicting 
ideas or beliefs at the same time, 
and this causes distress in the 
form of anger, embarrassment, 
guilt, or anxiety. When people 
experience this discomfort, they 
wish to reduce the dissonance, 
so they alter one or more of 
their beliefs so that they can 
return to a conflict-free state of 
equilibrium. The cognitive dis-
sonance phenomenon can have 
a detrimental influence on the 
trainer-client relation-ship, so 
it is important to understand it.

A classic example occurs 
with a car-buying dilemma. 
You really like the sharp sports 
car and you equally like the 
more functional family van. 
Eventually you purchase the 

van, but if you keep think-
ing highly of the sports car, it 
can cause regret or frustration 
that you didn’t select that one. 
The conflict comes from three 
thoughts: (1) I really like the 
sports car; (2) I make good 
decisions; and (3) I chose the 
van. What typically happens in 
this situation is that you begin 
thinking of all the good things 
about the van and downplay 
the things you liked about the 
sports car. Your train of thought 
might be: “This van is really a 
pretty color, and it’s sharper 
than most vans. It’s economical 
for its size, and the whole fam-
ily can ride in it. The sports car 
would have been trouble in the 
winter, and I’m not sure that I 
really liked that red color that 
much anyway. The van is a far 
better choice.” 

The cognitive dissonance 
phenomenon is very relevant 
to changing clients’ ideas in dog 
training, and especially if they 
have been influenced positively 
by a celebrity or other trainer 
who uses dominance and lead-
er of the pack approaches. Let’s 
assume that you interact with a 
client during the first meeting 
and she likes you. You learn 
that she has been forcing alpha 
rolls to get her dog to submit, 
based upon her favorite televi-
sion program about dogs. You 
tell her that you do not like 
dominance and leader-of-the-
pack approaches. You have 
just placed her in cognitive 
dissonance. From her point of 
view, the following conflicting 
beliefs exist: 

• I really like that domi-

nance, pack-leader celebrity 
on television, and I have been 
using those methods with my 
dogs. 

• I love my dogs and try to 
do the best for them. 

• This new trainer doesn’t 
like the dominance, pack-leader 
approach. 

Your client can resolve this 
cognitive conflict in two pri-
mary ways. She can dismiss 
what she has learned from the 
television program, or she can 
dismiss what you, the new 
trainer, are telling her. While 
this dilemma can go either way, 
it is likely that the person has 
more time, energy, and belief 
invested in the dominance, 
pack-leader side of the equation 
than she does in her relation-
ship with you, the new trainer. 
It is likely that she will dismiss 
what you are telling her. She 
may even seek confirmation 
from other like-minded people 
or sources that her choice to 
try dominance, pack-leader 
methods was, indeed, a good 
decision in the best interests of 
her dogs. Without understand-
ing or respecting how cognitive 
dissonance impacts people, you 
may have, in effect, pushed 
this new client in exactly the 
opposite direction from what 
you wanted! The role of cogni-
tive dissonance is important at 
any point that you are trying to 
change someone else’s mind. So 
what’s a trainer to do? 

Getting your message 
across: reducing 

cognitive dissonance 
There are ways to reduce the 

chances that your comments 
will create cognitive dissonance 
for your human clients. In cases 
where clients express admira-
tion for an approach that you 
dislike, or when they arrive 
with their dog wearing equip-
ment of which you disapprove, 
consider using the following se-
quence to increase your chances 
of helping them change their 
views. 

1. Keep in mind that people 
usually make the best choices 
they can at any given time with 
what knowledge or skills they 
have in their repertoire. 

2. Avoid flat-out criticisms 
of the approach or equipment 
they have chosen. 

3. Ask them to tell you why 
they have adopted that ap-
proach or equipment, and listen 
empathically (Chapter 5) to 
what they tell you. You want 
to understand the underlying 
motive for their choice, as that 
will provide you with a route 
to help them change. 

4. Acknowledge any good 
parts of their current choice that 
you can. 

5. If possible, wait for a 
session or two until you have 
established rapport and a more 
solid relationship with the cli-
ent before suggesting drastic 
changes. If they like and trust 
you, they are much more likely 
to resolve any cognitive disso-
nance in your favor. 

6. Educate them, without 
telling them what decisions 
to make, about the nega-
tive aspects of their current 
choice. Don’t expect immediate 
conversions‚Äîthink of it more 
as “planting seeds.” 

7. Ask them what type of 
relationship they would like to 
have with their dogs. 

8. Reassure clients that your 
goals are the same as theirs, i.e., 
a well-behaved dog and a good 
relationship (what most people 
want). 

9. Explain and show them 
how you can help them accom-
plish their goals. 

10. If clients continue to 
cling to dominance or pack 
leader ideas, reframe their need 
for control into “a dog who re-
spects you and does what you 
ask.” 

11. Float the idea: “If I could 
help you get the same result 
without using: [choke chain, 
alpha rolls, shock collar], would 
you be willing to try it?” 

12. Work on skills to build 
the client’s confidence in han-
dling difficult behaviors. 

13. If you have tried all of 
this and the person is still push-
ing to use compulsion methods 
you disagree with, it is good 
to set limits, stating what you 
can and cannot offer and why. 
Sometimes you have to cut your 
losses after trying everything 
else. 

Below is an actual conver-
sation that I had with a new 
client using this approach. C 
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