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What Is It? 
Motivation is what makes your dog tick. It’s what drives him to do things, like respond to your cues and 
find doing so worthwhile. Motivation answers the question, “What’s in it for the dog?”  
 
Common canine motivators: going for car rides, getting a ball tossed, going on walks, getting a leash 
clipped on or off, playing tug, access to other dogs, access to smells, and—the biggie—food. 
 
How to Use It 
If you control what motivates your dog, you give him good reason to pay attention to you, i.e. to want to do 
what you want him to do. It’s the equivalent of saying to your dog, “I’ll tell you what: if you sit, I’ll throw 
your ball” or “If you stop pulling on leash, I’ll let you go smell that fire hydrant.” You use what naturally 
motivates your dog to get the behaviours you want most. 

 
Ways to Increase Motivation 
First, limit your dog’s access to the things he finds most motivating. Have a ball-crazy dog? Instead of 
leaving balls around the house at all times, carry them with you so you can whip one out as a way to 
reward your dog when he is getting something right. 
 
Second, you can make an item more exciting by bringing it to life for your dog. Simply handing a dog a toy 
isn’t nearly as fun for either of you as shaking it about, playing peek-a-boo with it and then, at the height of 
excitement, asking for a behaviour and rewarding it with a toss of the toy. And food sitting around in a 
bowl can’t equal the fun of kibble dished out during a fun training session. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

BUILDING MOTIVATION 
 

Training Tip:  
• Having trouble getting your dog’s attention? Be sure you are using the right motivators for the 

challenge. Kibble can’t compete with a cat. Always have an ultimate trump card—something 
your dog just can’t resist. 

• What if your dog isn’t food motivated? Well, he has to be—or he wouldn’t be alive. But if he 
blows off your treats, do these things:  
1. Significantly increase the value of the treats you offer. Don’t try dry foods, especially in high-
distraction outdoor settings. Work to find a food (usually something meaty and greasy) that 
makes your dog go cross-eyed with glee.  
2. Limit your dog’s access to his food. If your dog is constantly full, he will be less interested in 
what you have to offer. Avoid free feeding, and schedule feeding times for after training 
sessions and walks, instead of before.  
3. Try something else altogether. For example, if you have a ball-obsessed dog, you may have 
an easier time getting his attention with his favourite ball than with the leftover chicken from 
last night’s dinner. 
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Remember your dog does best when he feels safe and if what he does (which is also what you want  
him to do) works for him. Make sure both of these conditions are met and you’re on your way to not  
just training your dog, but building a wonderful relationship and partnership with him! 
 
 
Disclaimer: Animal behaviour is fluid and each dog’s training needs are specific to that individual.  
These training notes cannot guarantee results nor replace the need for a skilled trainer.  If you need help, please 
consult a credentialed, qualified force-free and fear-free training professional and/or behaviour consultant. 
 

Troubleshooting:  
• If during training, your dog appears bored, distracted, frustrated or anxious, you may be 

asking too much too soon. Lower your standards/ pass mark so you can praise and treat more 
often. Getting something right and being rewarded is fun for your dog and keeps him 
interested in the training. 

• Become an expert in reading your dog’s body language for signs of stress, arousal, anxiety or 
fear as these will impact your dog’s ability to learn at any given moment. Take appropriate 
steps to reduce stress, arousal, anxiety or fear for your dog.  

• Set up your dog to succeed: this is key to successful training. If you’re not getting the behavior 
you’re trying to teach, check the following:  
(a) are you too stingy in rewarding;  
(b) are you offering your dog high enough value rewards that he will work for;  
(c) have you set the pass mark too high;  
(d) are you clear in your training goal; 
(e) are you adding distractions too quickly into the training plan;  
(f)  is your training session too long – it’s better to have several short sessions  
than one long session; 
(g) is your dog stressed, aroused or somehow unable to cope with the current situation? 
 


