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during that visit. It became clear to us that, unless we 
could help Kiyo accept the application of eye drops, it 
would not be possible to go through with the surgery. The 
post-operation care involved the application of various 
types of eye drop medication three to four times daily for 
at least a month. If nothing had been done to alleviate the 
stress for Kiyo, in all likelihood we would have turned a 
sociable dog into a fearful or even aggressive dog. 

“The Eye Game”

Thus from August to September of 2009, we embarked 
on an intensive counter-conditioning and desensitization 
program with Kiyo, dubbed “The Eye Game.” The goal 
was to form a +CER to the application of eye drops, so 
that he could stay calm and hold still as we applied eye 
drops into one or both eyes.

To help Kiyo keep still, we used two cues that he had 
already learned well and to which he has clear +CERs: 
(a) “Chin” — where he rested his chin in the palm of our 
hand; and (b) “Om” — where he kept still as we gently 
cupped our hands over his muzzle. 

Table 1 shows the various steps of “The Eye Game” that 
we formulated for Kiyo, working first with one eye, then 
the other. Kiyo was either cued to sit or lie down during 
these steps.

Despite his strong reaction at the vet examination 
in August, Kiyo formed a +CER more quickly than 
expected. Within one month of starting “The Eye Game,” 
in a follow-up examination in September 2009, he was 
able to keep still for the vet to apply the eye drops. Based 
on Kiyo’s calm behavior, the vet was able to recommend 
surgery, which took place in December 2009. 

Our canine companions are handled in a variety 
of ways in their lifetimes — affectionate pats, 
grooming activities and veterinary examinations. 

With carefully crafted handling exercises that use the old 
“trick” of counter-conditioning and desensitization to 
form a positive conditioned emotional response (+CER) 
to these actions, one can often successfully desensitize a 
dog to handling activities that tend to occur on a regular 
basis, including nail trims and ear, mouth, foot and body 
examinations1. 

But what if a dog needs to be handled in a specific way 
for a temporary, but extended period of time? Would 
the dog remember the +CER years later, despite the 
discontinuation of the handling exercise? We had an 
opportunity to test how long-lasting such a program of 
desensitization would be with a case study.

Case Study

Our case study involved our pet, Kiyo, a six-year-old, 
neutered Golden Retriever, who was a shelter rescue. 
When we adopted him at 18 months of age in 2008, he 
showed several of the typical unruly behaviors of an 
untrained adolescent dog: jumping, mouthing, bolting 
and pulling on walks. He would sometimes lunge and 
bark at dogs who were reactive. 

He displayed avoidance behaviors while being bathed 
and groomed,  including moving away during baths, 
tucking his paws during nail trims, flinching at having 
his tail brushed, and turning his head away during 
examination of his ears and mouth. While he did not show 
overt signs of aggression, nevertheless we embarked on 
counter-conditioning and desensitization as part of a 
behavioral modification program to create +CERs to as 
many of his triggers as we could ascertain. Today, Kiyo 
works with us in behavioral modification programs for 
dog-dog reactivity, and in his weekly bath and grooming 
sessions, he calmly sits, lies down or stands (with a 
gently wagging tail) as we clean, wash, blow-dry, trim 
and brush him. 

In August 2009, Kiyo was diagnosed with congenital 
cataracts in both eyes, with surgery required for the 
right eye. In anticipation of an eye examination, we 
desensitized him to having a light shone into his eyes, 
and he stood calmly, unmuzzled, for that part of the 
veterinary examination. However, we had overlooked the 
need for the vet to apply eye drops to dilate the pupil for 
detailed examination of the retina. To Kiyo, that became 
a “no-go” zone — he backed away, lifted his head, shook 
off the vet’s hand, and despite several attempts, neither 
we nor the vet were able to administer the eye drops 
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Table 1: “The Eye Game”
Exercise

1. Mask eye drop bottle in tissue paper, lightly touch various 
parts of Kiyo’s head and neck. Remove the bottle when Kiyo 
does not react to the touch, and after the treat is delivered.

2. Add “Chin” or “Om” cue, perform the same actions as 
described in Exercise 1.

3. Expose the tip of the eye drop bottle through the tissue paper, 
lightly touch various parts of Kiyo’s head and neck, while using 
the “Chin/Om” cue. Remove the bottle when Kiyo does not react 
to the touch, and after the treat is delivered.

4. One person uses the “Chin/Om” cue. Another person, playing 
the role of the vet, lightly touches various parts of the head and 
neck area, with the exposed eye drop bottle. Remove the bottle 
when Kiyo does not react to the touch, and after the treat is 
delivered.

5. One person uses the “Chin/Om” cue. Another person, playing 
the role of the vet, dispenses saline from an opened eye drop 
bottle onto the ground. This is to desensitize Kiyo to drops of 
liquid falling close to him.

6. One person uses the “Chin/Om” cue. Another person, playing 
the role of the vet, dispenses saline from an opened eye drop 
bottle onto Kiyo’s body and head, gradually into his eyes. The 
cue “Eye” was added as Kiyo kept still while eye drops were 

Grade of Treats Used and When Delivered

C grade treat: kibble, delivered when Kiyo does not react to 
being touched by the masked eye drop bottle.

C grade treat: kibble, delivered when Kiyo does not react to 
being touched on his neck with the masked eye drop bottle.

B grade treat: turkey sausage, delivered when Kiyo does not 
react to being touched on his head with the masked eye drop 
bottle.

A grade treat: fresh minced beef, delivered when Kiyo does not 
react to being touched around his eyes with the masked eye 
drop bottle.

C grade treat: kibble, delivered when Kiyo does not react to 
being touched on his neck with the exposed eye drop bottle.

B grade treat: turkey sausage, delivered when Kiyo does not 
react to being touched on his head with the exposed eye drop 
bottle.

A grade treat: fresh minced beef, delivered when Kiyo does not 
react to being touched around his eyes with the exposed eye 
drop bottle.

Kiyo earns a jackpot reward when he shows a stronger 
acceptance response, that is, stays still longer, keeps eye open 
instead of blinking.

C grade treat: kibble, delivered when Kiyo does not react to 
being touched on his neck with the exposed eye drop bottle.

B grade treat: turkey sausage, delivered when Kiyo does not 
react to being touched on his head with the exposed eye drop 
bottle.

A grade treat: fresh minced beef, delivered when Kiyo does not 
react to being touched around his eyes with the exposed eye 
drop bottle.

Kiyo earns a jackpot reward when he shows a stronger 
acceptance response, that is, stays still longer, keeps eye open 
instead of blinking.

C grade treat: kibble, delivered when Kiyo does not react to the 
saline solution falling onto the ground, a distance away from his 
head.

B grade treat: turkey sausage, delivered when Kiyo does not 
react to the saline solution falling onto the ground close to his 
head.

A grade treat: fresh minced beef, delivered when Kiyo does not 
react to the saline solution falling onto the ground close to his 
eyes.

A+ grade treat: pork sausage, delivered when Kiyo does not 
react to the saline solution applied around his eyes (e.g., cheeks, 
eyelids).

A++ grade treat: meatballs (made from salmon and minced 
pork), delivered when Kiyo does not react to saline solution 
applied into his eyes.
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Figure 1: Some steps in “The Eye Game” desensitization protocol. Kiyo is not restrained, he is cued to lie down, but not in a stay.

A: Kiyo does not react to being shown the eye drop bottle. B: Kiyo keeps still with the “Chin” cue, with the eye drop bottle placed on his head.

C: The cap of the eye drop bottle is removed and the bottle is positioned for application. D: The eye drop is applied.

E: The game can also be played from the side, with Kiyo wearing an e-collar.

The application of eye drops during the two-month 
post-operation care proceeded smoothly. He was given 
eye drops as many as four times daily, and demonstrated 
a +CER to the procedure.

Déjà	Vu:	Three	Years	Later

In May 2012, we were back at the vet for the examination 
of Kiyo’s other eye. We had not continued “The Eye Game” 
since his operation in 2009. As a precaution, we repeated 
Exercise 4 (see Table 1) about two weeks before the vet 
examination. This time, we were able to observe the 
residual effect of the +CER that was developed during “The 
Eye Game” three years ago. Kiyo quickly remembered 
the game, and we could skip the intermediate steps in 
the protocol. In all vet examinations, he calmly accepted 
eye drops as required, with or without treats. In October 
2012, he underwent his second cataract operation, with 
the same schedule of post-operation treatment and care.

In November 2012, Kiyo unexpectedly developed acute 
inflammation in his operated eye, and his vet prescribed 
an aggressive treatment plan. This plan involved multiple 
types of eye drops, which were applied a total of up to 
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10 times daily until December 2012. Kiyo demonstrated 
that, three years later, it was still possible for a +CER to 
exert its positive effect.

Conclusion

The average busy dog owner may not always understand 
the need to help his or her dog form +CERs to being 
handled. Some handling activities, like grooming, can be 
left to the professionals who can get the job done quickly, 
with less stress to the animal. But there will be times when 
someone in the family has to provide the care needed 
for a recuperating dog. When this care is required for a 
prolonged period of time, it can cause accumulative and 
acute stress to the animal. In such situations, it is prudent 
to embark on a counter-conditioning and desensitization 
program to create a +CER, using variations of standard 
protocols prescribed by other trainers, e.g., McConnell 
(2005)2. In Kiyo’s case, we are happy to have been able to 
craft “The Eye Game” to take the “bad” out of a potentially 
volatile situation, and even happier to observe a positive 
residual effect three years later. 

We also note that “The Eye Game” may not have been 
the only factor at play in maintaining the +CER for Kiyo. 
Over the years we have trained, played, and learned with 
Kiyo, strengthening the bond between us. This bond 
and the life skills that he has learned may have helped 
him cope better with what is still a stressful situation. 
It is testament to the effectiveness of a rewards-based 
training program.
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