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DOG HANDLING ISSUES 

Some dogs become nervous or upset when people approach, reach for, or touch them. It’s a natural 
reaction for all animals, and can be exacerbated by lack of socialization, or frightening experiences such as 
painful veterinary treatment, grabbing at collar or being overwhelmed by physical attention.  

 
If your dog has handling issues, you may notice any or all of the following when they become nervous about 
people touching or reaching toward them:  
 

• Attempting to flee or hide 
• Cowering, shaking or rolling on back 
• Freezing and staring 
• Growling or snarling 
• Orienting to (turning to look at) person’s hand during petting, touching or attempting to touch or pet 

the dog.    
• Snapping or biting – most likely to occur if the dog is restrained or otherwise unable to get away.  

 
These are your dog’s way of warning you that they are uncomfortable or afraid and under a great deal of 
stress. If you notice any of them when handling or grooming your dog—or if you notice any of them when 
someone else is touching your dog—immediately stop whatever seems to be causing your dog’s reaction. 
Follow the interaction with a treat to help the dog start to make more positive associations.   
 
HELPING THE DOG FEEL MORE COMFORTABLE   
Reading canine body language, especially more subtle signs, is an important skill when you are interacting 
with a dog nervous about being touched. There are many websites and videos that cover this subject and 
the website ispeakdog.org is a great place to start.    
 
If you notice your dog is showing signs of stress during petting, grooming or any other activity that requires 
body handling, stop what you are doing and give your dog a tasty treat immediately following the 
encounter. This is not rewarding bad behavior but addressing the emotional response by helping the dog 
make positive associations with the activity. Ideally, this conditioning will take place before the dog 
becomes uncomfortable, but in situations where it can’t be avoided, this will also be helpful.  
 
It's important to coach other people to avoid petting or handling when your dog is nervous. Hand the 
person some treats and ask them to toss them on the ground a few feet away. This gives the dog the 
chance to move away and the person a way to interact with the dog without adding stress. As a bonus, the 
dog gets to make those positive associations again.  
 
Asking for the dog’s permission to be pet is a great way to keep them comfortable. If they approach the 
person, and their body language looks relaxed, offer a few pets. Stop, and wait to see what the dog does. If 
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they move away, they’ve had enough. If they remain relaxed and stay close by, give them a few more pets 
before stopping again to make sure they are still comfortable.  
    
As much as possible, avoid situations that could cause a dog to become uncomfortable with handling. This 
may mean asking people not to reach for the dog, or requesting they sit quietly until the dog becomes more 
comfortable. When there are visitors to the home move the dog to a quiet room or crate. This alone can 
eliminate the chance of any frightening moments for the dog.     
 
TRAINING  
There are training techniques that can help a dog become more comfortable with handling. It’s important 
that no punitive methods (including verbal correction) are used. Just as positive associations can be 
conditioned with food, negative associations will be conditioned with even minor punishment.  
 
Desensitization and counterconditioning is the training method of choice. By exposing your dog to a mild, 
never scary, level of handling they can learn touching and petting means they get delicious treats. This type 
of training requires an understanding of the method and attention to its details. Hiring a professional 
trainer or contacting our Behavior Helpline for help is recommended.  
 
RESOURCES  
  

• Bark! by Zazie Todd  
• Mine! by Jean Donaldson   
• ispeakdog.org 
• dogkindtraining.com 
• Richmond SPCA Behavior Helpline Richmondspca.org/behavior    

 


