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Presented by

Emily Gaydos, CPDT-KA

After the Ship Has Sailed:
Changing Behavior in Adult Dogs

Socialization is a tricky word…

Socialization in casual usage
Socialization in the formal science sense

Not the same thing!

Casual =

1) Dog isn’t “good with” something

2) Social enrichment

Socialization refers to:

1. “The critical period of socialization…”
Puppyhood from roughly 3 – 16 weeks

2. The process that occurs during that 
period…

3. The outcome of that process…

Lack of established response!
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If you have an older puppy or adult dog…

• An adult rescue

• Returned puppy

• Non-Standard!

• Extenuating circumstances

Established 
responses

Unwanted 
behaviors

• Actionable blueprint

• Useful questions

Goals for this presentation:

To get good answers, 
we have to ask good 

questions!

• Yes!  (no, maybe, it depends)

• It can take more resources

• Realistic expectations really help

• You won’t know until you try

Doing nothing leads to nothing…

Can you change behavior in older puppies & dogs?
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The dog isn’t the only adult 
animal in the mix…

All behavior comes from a combination of:
• The animal (genetics, temperament, learning, 

health…)
• Social relationships (including owner practices)
• Environment

You are also an adult animal with 
established behavior patterns!

CHANGE is HARD…

Easy behavior is easy!

It’s known (already learned)

It’s familiar to us (feels safe and/or useful)

We’ve had practice doing it (history & habit)

It takes very little effort on our part

To change your dog’s behavior, 
you may have to change:

Your behavior

The behavior of other humans

The behavior of other animals

The environment
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Disclaimer!

Get qualified professional help!

• Scary or dangerous

• Welfare issue (human or dog)

• Safety first!

Behavior is complicated!

Question #1: What is the Problem?

What is the dog doing that you would like to change?

Behavior is something the dog is doing.

• Measurable
• Specific

• Think action verbs!

Think Action Verbs!

When visitors come over 
to the house, Sassy gets 

hyper-excited…

When the doorbell rings, Sassy 
starts barking, leaps off her bed 

and rushes at the front door…

Fido gets aggressive 
when he sees another 

dog…

When Fido sees another dog 30 feet 
away, his body gets stiff, he stares
intensely, and if the other dog comes 
to within 20 feet, he starts to growl; if 

the other dog comes to 15 feet, 
Fido’s hackles go up and he lunges

to the end of the leash barking…

You want functional
descriptions!
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Question #2: “Where” is the Problem?

• Determines the learning procedure likely to be most effective
• Who is most qualified to help you

• Focuses on the “real” problem for lasting change

Which area of the brain is involved?

• Voluntary behaviors
• Operant learning

• Behavior driven by seeking 
pleasure/reinforcement
• Or by avoiding 
distress/punishment

• Cognitive processes to 
problem-solve

• Involuntary behaviors & 
emotional responses

• Pavlovian learning
• Response triggered by an 

emotional reaction to the 
stimulus

• No control

 Fear
 Anxiety

 Hyper-arousal
 Reactivity
 Aggression
 Performance 

stress

 Lack of training
 Lack of information
 Lack of clarity

 Lack of motivation
 Lack of experience, 

practice, skill
Or…

What to do & who can help?

 Lack of training
 Lack of information
 Lack of clarity

 Lack of motivation
 Lack of experience, 

practice, skill

 Fear
 Anxiety

 Hyper-arousal
 Reactivity
 Aggression
 Performance 

stress

Qualified behavior specialist who has 
experience with Classical Conditioning & 

modifying emotional responses

Qualified trainer who has a track record 
& a good assortment of exercises for 

teaching the behaviors you need

CLASSICAL CONDITIONINGOPERANT CONDITIONING
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Question #3: Is there another Problem?

Behavior is complicated!  
Consider and rule out:

• Health issues
• Pain

• Sensory impairments
• Stress in the environment

• Right dog?

These can all mask the real issue and/or block learning! 

Ready for Action (Almost) 

So far, you:
• Have identified & can describe the behavior(s)

• Know what’s driving the behavior and whether you’re going 
to be working (mostly) Classically or Operantly

• Ruled out or explored possible contributing issues

Next:  You need two crucial skill sets, 
an Important Decision and a Plan!

Skill Set #1:  Read your dog’s body language!

You can’t fix what you don’t see!

• Reinforce behavior effectively
• Interrupt or redirect behavior effectively

• Keep the dog under threshold
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Using “Search Images”

Good training starts with a good eye!

• Physically present
• Paying attention

• Recognize what you’re seeing
• Leads to immediate action

You see X, you do Y.

Dog meets performance criteria

Rump hits ground = throw ball
Makes eye contact = click/treat

Dog is about to get triggered

Tense & stares = U-Turn
Squirrel runs by = distract with treat

Four “Search Images”

1. Happy & Comfortable
Presence of overtly sociable and affiliative 
behaviors, relaxed body language, at ease 

in the environment

Comfort 
Zone

• Easy to focus or switch focus
• Respond to well-known cues

• Take reinforcement

What does “happy” look like for your dog?

Four “Search Images”

4. Over Threshold
Presence of overtly stressed, reactive, 

aroused, fearful, avoidant or aggressive 
body language and behaviors

• Fixated or unable to focus
• Can’t respond to even 

well-known cues
• Can’t take reinforcement
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Four “Search Images”

1. Happy & Comfortable

4. Over Threshold

2. Loss of Happy & Comfortable
• Change of affect
• Loss of focus or distracted
• Uncomfortable, unsure, ambivalent

3. On the verge of Over Threshold
• Won’t take treats or sharky
• Stops responding to known cues 
• “Brain” is leaving the building
• “Tells” that eruption is imminent

We may have a problem with these…

Citation: Wan M, Bolger N, Champagne FA (2012) Human Perception of Fear in Dogs 
Varies According to Experience with Dogs. PLoS ONE 7(12): e51775. 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0051775

“Experience‐associated effects were most pronounced in the 
interpretations of fearful, rather than happy, examples of dog 
behavior. For example, the likelihood of selecting the “fearful” 
category to describe fearful examples increased dramatically 
with experience, with the largest increase from the Low‐
Experience to the Owners group, while experience was not a 
significant predictor of selection of the “happy” category for 
happy examples.”

Four “Search Images”

2. Loss of Happy & Comfortable 3. On the verge of Over Threshold

Resource:  The Language of Dogs DVD set by Sarah Kalnajs
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Skill Set #2:  Reinforce Effectively

• Food
 Stoopid stinkin’ lots
 Stoopid stinkin’ good

• Play
• Relief from Pressure!!!!!

What gives your dog joy?

Almost Ready #3:  That Important Decision

• Be concrete & specific
• What exactly are you going to reward?

• Be fair & realistic!

What do you want your dog 
to do instead?

“I want my dog to stop…”
“I don’t want my dog to…”
“I want my dog to ____ (insert concept e.g. obey, listen)…”

Won’t be enough information for a training plan!

Think Action Verbs!

When visitors come over, I 
want Sassy to be calm…

When the doorbell rings, I want Sassy 
to go to her bed on cue without 

barking and lie down quietly until I 
give her a release cue.

When Fido sees another 
dog, I don’t want him to 

bark and lunge…
When Fido sees another dog walking 
by on leash, I want him to sit in heel 
position, keep a loose leash, and 
look at me while I give him treats 

until the dog has passed us by.

You want functional
descriptions!
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Ready for Action (Almost) Last Question 

Can Sassy to go to her bed on cue and lie down quietly until 
given a release cue when no one is at the door?

If they can’t sing in the shower, they ain’t ready for Broadway!

Can Fido sit in heel position, keep a loose leash, and look at 
you while you give him treats when no other dog is present?

You can’t train during “real life”!

This is not the time to learn self-defense!

The closest thing to a magic wand…
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Almost Ready #4: Your Management Plan!

Every time your dog:
• Practices the unwanted behavior
• Goes Over Threshold around a trigger

What do you need to:
• Fix?

• Set-up?
• Stop doing, start doing or do differently?

CHANGE is HARD…

Ready for Action!

So far, you:
• Have identified & can describe the behavior(s)

• Know whether you’re going to be working Classically or Operantly
• Ruled out or explored possible contributing issues

Skill Set #1:  Read your dog’s body language!
Skill Set #2:  Reinforce Effectively

Almost Ready #3:  That Important Decision
Almost Ready #4:  Your Management Plan

You’re ready to teach your dog what you want them to do instead!

Teach =     Tell

Step One:  Go shopping!

____ 1.  Equipment:
• Treat bag
• Long line
• Toys

____ 2. Go to the Grocery Store.  Seriously.
Buy a ridiculous assortment of STOOPID GOOD food rewards--real food!  
Chicken, hot dogs, lunch meat, fancy cheeses, cream cheese, jarred baby 
food, beef liver, chicken gizzards, etc.  Don’t be shy!  Go wild!  If you don’t 
already have some at home, get some Ziplock bags or Tupperware 
containers, too.

____ 3.  At home, prepare your amazing food rewards.
Slice, dice, cook, process and store in the fridge in your Tupperware or Ziplock 
bags so that you can easily pull them out when it’s time to train.

• Bed, mat, platform
• Enrichment: slow feeders, lickimats, Toppls…
• New walking gear—harness, leash, etc.

Make it easy for yourself!
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Step Two:  Review & Set-Up

____ 1. What will you train?
• What SPECIFIC behavior are you working on this 

session?

• What SPECIFIC exercises will you use?

• What SPECIFIC criteria are you aiming for?

• What reinforcers will you use and how will you 
deliver them?

• How will you start the session & how will you end it?

What are your 
Search Images?

____ 2. Where will you train?
Start with the easiest, least distracting environment 
possible

Gradually increase the difficulty/distraction level

Important!
 Control the environment

 Keep your dog feeling safe

 Create a happy learning space

Step Two:  Review & Set-up

Have a plan for the unexpected!

• What distractions or triggers might arise?

• What will you do if they appear?
• Escape route/exit strategy!

Living 
Room

Local 
Park

Living 
Room

By the 
Front Door

Front 
Porch

Front 
Yard

Street by 
House

Local 
Park

Step Three:  Your Session

Conduct the “Brain Test”

Give your dog a treat—just give it to them.  

Ask for a simple behavior they know well, like “Sit.”

1. Will your dog accept reinforcement?

2. Can your dog perform an easy, well-known behavior?

The most important behavior you need from your dog 
is the ability to enjoy reinforcement!

Get your treats & equipment

Get your dog

Go to your location
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Step Three:  Your Session

• What worked?

• What do you need to fix?

• Next session, make it easier?  Ready for harder?

Step Four:  Review & Re-evaluate

• Start training!

• Take a break, evaluate & adjust

• Next Set, repeat…
The Sweet Spot:

Too easy, the dog can get bored.
Too hard, the dog can get frustrated.

Brief List of Foundation Behaviors (Dogs)

• Relax (on a mat)

• Hand Targeting

• Watch Me

• Find It!  (treat scatter)

• U-Turn

• Release

Brief List of Foundation Behaviors (Humans)

• Environmental Awareness!

• See the behavior

• Reinforce effectively

• MOVE YOUR FEET
• When in doubt, throw Chicken!

Be the harbor of predictability and calm in their 
storm.  Be the place they can always come 

home to for safety.
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Questions?

Emily Gaydos, CPDT-KA

The Clicker Coach Positive Dog Training

Mt. Shasta, CA

www.clickercoachdogtraining.com

clickercoach@snowcrest.net

After the Ship Has Sailed: Changing Behavior in Adult Dogs
Graphics by Emily Gaydos

Photos by Emily Gaydos & Adobe PP Stock
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Getting Started - 3 Questions: 

Question #1:  What is the Problem? 

What is the dog doing that you would like to change?  (think Action Verbs!) 

 

 

Question #2: “Where” is the Problem?   

Which “part” of the brain seems to be driving the behavior--the Thinking part or Feeling part?  Is the 
behavior voluntary or involuntary?  Is it most likely an Operant training issue (to change what the 
dog does), or will Classical Conditioning (to change how the dog feels) be a better choice? 

 

 

Question #3: Is there another Problem? 

Are there any health or pain issues, sensory impairments, environmental stressors or social dynam-
ics to consider and/or rule out? 

 

 

Skills & Decisions 

Skill Set #1:  Read your dog’s body language! 

Four “Search Images” - What does your dog look like when: 

1. Happy & Comfortable 
2. Loss of Happy & Comfortable 
3. On the verge of Over Threshold 
4. Over Threshold 
 

Training Plan Outline 

Every pet owner, dog, household, behavior and situation is different, and deserves a thoughtful train-
ing plan that will work best for your situation and resources.  This outline is intended to be a basic 
how-to to lead you through the core steps of forming a training plan for you and your dog.  By being 
thoughtful and carefully considering your and your dogs needs before you start, you will give yourself 
and your dog the best chance of success! 

Remember:  Behavior is complicated!  Please put safety first.  If you and your dog are struggling 
with behavior that is scary, dangerous or compromising quality of life (yours or your dog’s!), please 
seek qualified professional help. 

© 2022 Emily Gaydos, CPDT‐KA                                                  www.clickercoachdogtraining.com 



Skill Set #2:  Reinforce Effectively 

What gives your dog joy?  Food?  Toys?  Play?  Relief from pressure? 

 

 

Almost Ready #3:  That Important Decision 

What do you want your dog to do instead of the problem behavior?  (Think action verbs!)  Be specif-
ic and concrete! 
 
 
 
 
Question:  Can they do THAT (the replacement behavior) when in easy environments where there 
are no distractions or triggers?  
 

Ready for Action 

Step One:  Go shopping! 

___ Equipment 

___ Grocery Store for super stinkin’ awesome good treats 

___ Treat Preparation at home - get it all ready! 

Almost Ready #4:  Your Management Plan! 
Remember - every time the dog rehearses the unwanted behavior, or goes Over Threshold and has 
the feelings we want to change, the unwanted behaviors and feelings get stronger!  This is the last 
thing you want and, if allowed to continue, will undo all your hard work! 

So--be thoughtful and be prepared!  How are you going to manage your dog so that they don’t re-
hearse the unwanted behavior and/or go Over Threshold while you execute your training plan?  
What do you need to fix, set up, stop doing, start doing or do differently? 

Training Plan Outline - Page 2 
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Step Two:  Review & Set-Up 

____ 1. What will you train? 

 

____ 2. Where will you train? 

Start with the easiest, least distracting environment possible - Gradually increase the difficulty/
distraction level, using as many baby steps and locations as you need. 

Easiest  1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

Hardest  6. 

 

Step Three:  Your Session 

Get your treats & equipment 

Get your dog 

Go to your location 

 

What SPECIFIC behavior are you working on this session? 

 

 

What SPECIFIC exercises will you work on? 

 

 

What SPECIFIC criteria are you aiming for? 

 

 

What reinforcers will you use and how will you deliver them? 

 

 

How will you start the session & how will you end it? 

Important! 
Control the environment 

Keep your dog feeling safe 

Create a happy learning space 

Training Plan Outline - Page 3 
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Conduct the “Brain Test” 

Give your dog a treat—just give it to them. 

Ask for a simple behavior they know well, like “Sit.” 

1. Will your dog accept reinforcement? 

2. Can your dog perform an easy, well-known behavior?  

 

If NO, fix it-- try an easier location, less distraction, better treats, etc.   

If YES: 

 

 Start training! 

 Take a break, evaluate & adjust 

 Next Set, repeat… 

 

Step Four:  Review & Re-evaluate 

What worked? 

 

 

 

What do you need to fix? 

 

 

 

Next session, make it easier?  Ready for harder? 

 

 

Notes: 

 

 

Training Plan Outline - Page 4 
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References & Resources 

Finding Help: 

Certification Council for Professional Dog Trainers 
https://www.ccpdt.org/dog-owners/certified-dog-trainer-directory/ 
 
International Association of Animal Behavior Consultants  
https://m.iaabc.org/consultant/ 
 
Karen Pryor Academy Certified Training Partners  
https://karenpryoracademy.com/find-a-trainer?source=kpctnavbar#!directory/map 
 
American Veterinary Society of Animal Behavior 
https://avsab.org/directory/ 

The Language of Dogs DVD set by Sarah Kalnajs (available on Amazon) 

Also Recommended: 

Zazie Todd PhD - Wag: The Science of Making Your Dog Happy   

(the book and don’t miss the Berner U webinar!) 

 

Chill Out Fido!  by Nan Kene Arthur 

 

 

 

Control Unleashed: Creating a Focused and 
Confident Dog 

& 

Control Unleashed Reactive To Relaxed 

By Leslie McDevitt 

 

My contact info: 

Emily Gaydos, CPDT-KA 

The Clicker Coach Positive Dog Training 

clickercoach@snowcrest.net 

www.clickercoachdogtraining.com 
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