
Our dogs are being touched and handled by us all 
the time. It is essential for your dog’s well-being that 
they learn to enjoy this. It also greatly helps with 
preventative care, veterinary procedures and grooming. 

What is the problem?
Dogs are not born with a love of 
being touched and handled by 
humans. Most are reluctant to be 
physically manipulated, at least on 
certain body parts or in a certain 
way. Avoidance or aggression can 
occur if a dog is forced to endure 
handling and invasive procedures. 
This is a safety concern and a 
welfare issue. 

Sometimes even mild body 
handling problems can lead to 
aggression, for example if the 
handling is combined with other 
scary experiences such as people 
or places the dog is afraid of or 
highly stressful or painful situations 
e.g. after suffering an injury. This is 
why vets and groomers may resort 
to muzzling in order to prevent 
being bitten.  
Teaching your dog to enjoy 
wearing a muzzle is a very good 
preventative body handling 
exercise.

How do dogs learn to enjoy 
being handled?
Ideally, a dog learns at an early 
age (beginning at 3 weeks at the 
breeder) that human handling is 
an enjoyable experience. If you 
have a puppy, daily enjoyable body 
handling should be part of the 
socialisation process. 

If your dog is older and has issues 
being handled, you can help them 
feel better with ‘desensitisation 
and counter-conditioning’ (DS/CC). 
Gradual exercises will teach your 
dog that being patted, hugged, 
squeezed, held and having their 
paws, mouth, ears, tail and body 
handled is a good thing.

Exercises for puppies
Puppies under around 12 weeks 
of age soak up new experiences 
like sponges. Unless your puppy is 
already afraid of being touched, 
create positive experiences with 
body handling by giving a tasty 
treat and/or play with your dog 
after each handling. This process is 
called ‘classical conditioning’.

Make sure your handling does not 
scare the puppy. While some dogs 
may be perfectly fine with firm 
handling right from the start, others 
may need a gentler approach. Also 
let strangers, including children, 
touch your dog (and give a tasty 
treat immediately after) so the 
puppy becomes confident and 
comfortable with being handled 
by humans. This will immensely 
decrease the risk that your dog ever 
feels the need to use aggression 
against humans as self-defence.

Touching your dog during play is 

also a great opportunity to make 
handling fun for them.

How to help dogs with issues
Check out the info sheet on 
‘Desensitisation & Counter-
Conditioning’ to fully understand 
how the process works. Then start 
handling at a level at which your 
dog does not show any signs of 
concern. The info sheet on ‘Signs 
of Fear & Anxiety’ explains what to 
look out for. 
Follow each handling with a super 
tasty treat. Repeat until you see a 
clear sign of anticipation (that a 
treat is coming) and a relaxed body 
language in your dog. Then make 
the handling slightly more invasive. 
Do not push ahead too soon or you 
will experience a setback. Patience 
- and correct execution - are key to 
success. 

In the meantime, if your dog 
absolutely needs to have a 
procedure done which involves 
‘scary’ handling, either set up a 
discrimination cue (‘here comes 
ouch’), let someone else do the 
handling or use sedation. That 
way you protect your DS/CC 
protocol and the dog will still trust 
you. Never lie to your dog. Do not 
pretend that ‘everything is fine’ if 
your dog is about to experience 
fear or pain.
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