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lasting results. Engaging the 
client is similar to the first step 
that clinicians take in therapy: 
building rapport. Without this 
attention co establishing a rela-
tionship, very little is likely to 
be accomplished. As with the 
dogs you work with, you need 
a little time to say hello and to 
get acquainted before you begin 
to work. 

In one training seminar that 
I attended, we were given un-
familiar dogs with whom to ac-
complish a task. As a less expe-
rienced dog trainer than many 
others there, I was anxious to 
show that I wasn‚Äôt a com-
plete washout. I immediately 
began to work on the task, but 
despite my having some tasty 
treats to offer, the dog blew me 
off. He just wasn‚Äôt interested 

in what I was trying to do. There 
were more interesting things 
going on‚Äîother dogs moving 
around, other people making 
squeaky sounds and running. 
It was then that I realized I had 
abandoned everything I knew 
about working with people that 
applies equally well with dogs: 
I had forgotten to say hello and 
to establish rapport. I backed 
up, started over, and things 
went much better. 

There is a process that seems 
to work especially well for 
engaging clients and keeping 
them engaged. First, show in-
terest and listen to their needs 
fully. Second, explain how 
you can help them meet those 
needs. Third, focus on common 
goals, while providing hope 
that together you can improve 

the situation. You will develop 
a relationship through this 
process, and refrain from try-
ing to change the client’s mind 
and behaviors all at once. In the 
paragraphs and chapters that 
follow, this process of engage-
ment and relationship-building 
is outlined. At first it might 
seem unnecessary to focus so 
much time your relationship 
with the human client, but it 
is one of the best investments 
you can make, and it will save 
considerable time and frustra-
tion later.

Genuineness and 
communication skills 
In any human (or canine) 

relationship, it is extremely 
important to be yourself. Like 
dogs, people are excellent at 
recognizing when you aren’t 

“congruent,” i.e., when your 
outward behavior does not 
match your inner state of mind 
or intent. It is important to de-
velop your own unique style of 
working with people, to access 
your own sense of humor, to 
infuse your training or con-
sultation work with your own 
personal touch. While you can 
learn by watching others who 
have an approach you like, 
ultimately, you can only be 
yourself. People know if you 
are “for real.” Genuineness is 
the most essential feature of 
healthy human relationships. 

Showing interest 
Most readers probably al-

ready have a method for gath-
ering information about their 
clients, both dog and human, 
via questionnaire and/ or in-
terview. After you have the 
basic information that you 
need about the problem and the 
dog’s history, if it is possible, 
it’s valuable to take five or ten 
minutes to ask a few other ques-
tions that show your interest in 
the people and the dogs. This 
can be done on home visits or 
in a first class session when you 
ask people to introduce them-
selves. Showing interest helps 
build your relationship with 
clients, helps relax them, and 
sets a tone for future interac-
tions. There are a few questions 
that I like to ask: 

• Could you please tell me 
a little about why you decided 
to get this dog? What type of 
relationship were you hoping 
to have at that time? 

• We’ve been talking about 

the problem areas; can you tell 
me a few things that you really 
like about this dog? 

• If I could give you a magic 
wand right now, what three 
things would you change about 
this dog or your relationship 
with him? 

• Would you tell me what 
cues, tricks or behaviors your 
dog knows? Could you please 
show me a couple of them? 

These questions show your 
interest while providing valu-
able information about the cli-
ent’s motivations, expectations, 
and disappointments. They 
also convey that you are inter-
ested in the positive aspects 
of the dog or the relationship, 
and this can reduce the anxiet-
ies of clients who worry that 
they will be judged and found 
inadequate. By asking clients to 
show you some things their dog 
already knows, you are giving 
them an opportunity to demon-
strate their competence, which 
also helps offset the anxieties 
they are feeling. 

The questions are asked in 
a nonchalant, conversational 
manner and need not be dis-
cussed at great length. At this 
point, I listen carefully (see 
Chapter 5) and refrain from 
making suggestions or correct-
ing things they might be doing 
poorly. Keep in mind that this 
discussion is included to build 
the relationship and gather fur-
ther information. 

Usually this process pro-
vides extremely useful infor-
mation that can be used in 

subsequent training sessions. 
At times, however, you might 
encounter people who take this 
opportunity to its extreme‚Äî 
talking endlessly about their 
hopes and dreams or their ad-
miration for their dog. By the 
time you reach the “show me” 
question, you are bracing your-
self for a revival of The Gong 
Show, canine-style, replete 
with bad tricks or roughshod 
handling. Should this happen, 
it is fine to interrupt the client 
by saying, “I’m sorry to inter-
rupt, but I think I have an idea 
of what you were hoping for 
and disappointed with. I want 
to make sure we have enough 
time to work on the problems, 
so I have just one more thing I’d 
like to ask. Would you please 
show me just two things that 
your dog already knows how 
to do?” This polite form of 
structuring the situation and 
limiting the number of behav-
iors to be shown usually works 
quite well. You still get useful 
information, see some of the 
client’s interactions with their 
dogs, and keep the process 
moving forward toward the 
task at hand. 

Dealing with a client s 
preconceived notions 
Trainers sometimes face a 

challenging and potentially 
awkward situation when first 
meeting clients. This occurs 
when clients have rather spe-
cific ideas about the equipment 
or methods they wish to em-
ploy with their dog, often rep-
resenting some preconceived 
notions of what dog training 
and behavior is all about. This 
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