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refers to client and T refers to 
trainer. Commentary about the 
conversation is in italics. 

C: I just love that celebrity 
trainer on television. He is so 
nice and he does such good 
work with dogs. 

T [biting tongue and sum-
moning patience]: Can you tell 
me what it is about him or the 
program that you like? 

C: He is so pleasant and he 
really helps dogs who have se-
rious problems that no one can 
help. He saves lives.

T: You really like seeing 
unfortunate dogs get the help 
they deserve. 

C: Yes! Those poor dogs 
deserve to have happier lives. 

T: It feels good to see them 
have a chance to be happy [the 
trainer silently reminds herself 
that empathic listening is not 
about agreement, but about 
trying to understand where the 
client is coming from], 

C: Exactly! I just love dogs. 
And those alpha rolls he uses 
really work. I use them all the 
time. What do you think of that 
program? 

T: I have a bit of a different 
reaction to it. I think there are 
some good things and then 
some things I don’t really agree 
with [the trainer needs to be 
honest, but tries to minimize 
the cognitive dissonance with 
this statement]. For example, I 
also really like it when we can 
help dogs be happier [agree-
ment with the client s funda-
mental motivation]. I also like 

how he recommends that dogs 
get more exercise and helps 
people calm down around their 
dogs. Those are both really 
good things [highlighting true 
points of agreement to build 
connection with client and to 
minimize dissonance; such 
comments have to be sincere!]. 
I’ve also noticed that the people 
he works with really seem to 
like him and feel comfortable 
with him [trainer then pauses 
to give client a chance to react]. 

C: Oh yes, he is very nice. 

T: [the trainer at this point 
shares how there is more recent 
understanding about dogs and 
how studies now show that 
wolves are organized more 
like families, and that it’s more 
about respect for the parents 
than dominating anyone‚Äîthe 
concept of benevolent leader-
ship. This should be a short 
explanation, with pauses for the 
client to react or ask questions. 
The trainer must tread lightly if 
the client begins to get alienated 
or defensive. After this brief 
discussion, the trainer contin-
ues....] We‚Äôll have time to get 
into all that if you’d like to, but 
right now, I’d like to focus on 
what type of relationship you 
would like to have with your 
dog. I can see that you really 
care about her. 

C: I want her to respect me 
and listen to me. If she will do 
that, then I think we could have 
a lot more fun together. I want 
to be able to pet her, but I don’t 
want her to think that I am be-
ing submissive when I do that. 

T: So, you’d like a well-
behaved dog who does what 
you ask, and it sounds like 
you also want to be able to get 
close and have some cuddle 
time. You just don’t want to get 
pushed around [trainer listens 
empathically to the clients goals 
without getting caught up in 
the specific wording]. I think 
we can do that. From our as-
sessment, I understand what 
some of the problem might be. 
Are you ready to get started? I’d 
like to show you something [the 
trainer then begins the actual 
training process, explaining 
and teaching the first behavior. 
This focus on action, and the 
success it brings will help shift 
the clients focus in a less con-
frontational way without much 
cognitive dissonance]. 

Interpersonal skills 
In the pages that follow, I 

present a number of specific 
interpersonal communication 
skills that can be used to engage 
clients through-out the trainer-
client relationship. In the be-
ginning, it takes a conscious 
effort to apply these skills with 
clients. I am sometimes asked if 
the use of these skills is disin-
genuous. In short, no. Learning 
and applying a new skill does 
not change who you are‚Äîit 
is simply a behavior you learn 
that helps you engage, connect, 
and communicate with others 
more effectively. Learning to 
drive a car is a skill. It doesn’t 
change who you are, but it can 
improve your life by increas-
ing your mobility. A dog who 
is enthusiastic and energetic 
learns the skill of sitting or ly-

ing quietly for 15 minutes. This 
does not change who that dog 
is; it simply allows the dog to 
settle at key times that improve 
the dog’s ability to live more 
successfully within a human 
household. The skills that fol-
low can easily be incorporated 
into your own style. They don’t 
change who you are, but they 
help you do your work with 
human clients more effectively.

Learning and using any 
new skill can feel awkward 
at first. With practice, the skill 
becomes fluent and more auto-
matic. You learn it so well that 
it becomes a more natural part 
of your behavior. If you recall 
the first time you ever drove a 
car, you might remember how 
difficult it was to stay in your 
lane, or how challenging it was 
to learn to release the clutch 
smoothly. These are probably 
things that you don‚Äôt even 
think about while driving now. 
Through the development of 
basic driving skills, your at-
tention has been freed to focus 
on what traffic conditions are 
and what the other drivers are 
doing‚Äîthings in the environ-
ment that are more variable and 
critical to your ultimate success 
in arriving at your destination. 
The basic car handling skills 
have been incorporated into 
your repertoire. 

Interpersonal skills are 
no different. They can seem 
strange and awkward to apply 
at first. With practice, they be-
come less conscious and more 
natural. You incorporate them 
into your repertoire. The skills 
and processes that follow must 

be applied deliberately at first. 
If your desire is genuinely to 
understand your clients better 
and to engage them more fully 
in the process, you will find 
that, with practice, you will 
master them and build them 
into your personal style, after 
which you will barely need to 
think about their use in your 
interactions with clients.
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