Mastering the Walk: A Guide to Loose
Leash Walking

Walking nicely on a leash is an inherently difficult skill for dogs because it contradicts
many of their natural biological impulses. Most significantly, a dog's comfortable walking
pace is naturally faster than a human's. For a dog, the walk is a sensory exploration,
and being tethered to a human requires a high level of impulse control and focus that
goes against their innate desire to investigate the environment at their own speed.
Below are some exercises to help develop loose leash walking skills:

Phase 1: Choosing the Right Gear

Before you start training, you need the right tools to keep both you and your dog safe
and comfortable. The equipment you choose can either facilitate communication or rely
on pain. Stick to tools that prioritize your dog's physical and emotional well-being.

e The Leash: A standard 6-foot nylon or leather leash is best. Provides enough
room for sniffing but keeps your dog close enough for guidance.

e The Harness: A front-clip harness is highly recommended for pullers, as it
redirects their momentum back toward you.

o Front-Clip Harnesses: For safety and control on walks, we recommend the
Blue 9 Balance Harness or the Pet Safe 3-in-1.

e Martingale Collar: Provides a secure fit that won't slip off, especially helpful for
narrow-headed breeds (like Greyhounds).

e Head Halter: Similar to a horse halter, this tool provides excellent leverage by
guiding the dog's head, making it a common choice for powerful pullers.
However, it is a higher-effort tool for the owner; because most dogs initially dislike
the sensation on their muzzle, you cannot start training immediately. You must
first commit to a "conditioning phase" to help your dog feel comfortable wearing
the halter. Rushing into a walk without this preparation often leads to frustration
and resistance from the dog.



https://www.blue-9.com/products/bhb?_pos=1&_sid=1f09c844b&_ss=r
https://www.blue-9.com/products/bhb?_pos=1&_sid=1f09c844b&_ss=r
https://www.petsafe.com/p/3in1-harness/3IN1-XS-BLACK/
https://youtu.be/1wakterNyUg?si=TTYZ6PfAEFsKXadq

What to Avoid:

o Retractable/Flexi Leashes: These actually teach dogs to pull because they
have to apply constant tension to get the line to extend, and make it impossible
to teach "slack leash" manners.

e Choke or Prong Collars: These tools rely on aversive pressure and pain to
suppress behavior. Rather than teaching a dog what to do, they create a
negative association that can heighten anxiety and lead to increased aggression
over time. Physically, the mechanical force of these collars poses a significant
risk of long-term damage to the dog’s thyroid, windpipe, and delicate neck
structures.

Phase 2: The Foundation

Success starts before you even step out the front door.

e Drain the Energy First: A dog with "zoomies" cannot focus. Play fetch, tug, or
have a backyard play session before the walk. Trying to train a high-energy dog
on a leash is like trying to teach a toddler math at a playground.

e Start in a "Quiet Zone" (The Inside-Out Rule): Focus on your own mechanics
before you focus on your dog's! Avoid starting your first training session on a
busy street where distractions are high.

e Hold the leash properly:

o The "Thumb Lock": Set your desired leash length by hooking the loop (or
a fold of the leash) over your thumb and closing your fist. Avoid
"mummifying” your hand by wrapping the leash around your palm or
fingers; the Thumb Lock provides a secure anchor without the risk of
cutting off circulation or suffering a "squeeze injury" if the dog bolts.

o The "Elbow Lock": Keep your arm bent at a 90-degree angle and tucked
firmly against your ribcage. This lowers your center of gravity and uses
your body weight for stability, preventing the dog from pulling you off
balance as they might with an extended arm.

o Keep it Short and Sweet: Frequent, 5-10 minute high-focus sessions are far
more effective than one long, frustrating hour.

e The Treats: Use High-Value Rewards, these are "jackpot" treats (chicken,
cheese, or liver) that your dog only gets during leash training to keep their value
high.

e Proper Treat Delivery: Always feed your dog in the "Reinforcement Zone", this is
the area right next to your hip/pant seam. By delivering the treat at your side
rather than in front of your body, you teach the dog that the most rewarding place



https://positively.com/dog-training/article/aversive-equipment-choke-and-prong-collars
https://youtu.be/XHUixsxXcOc?si=-Co41Zym66-VXC-k

to be is right next to you, which stops them from "cutting you off" or pulling
ahead.

Phase 3: Core Training Techniques

Effective loose-leash walking is defined by more than a lack of tension; it's a conscious
choice your dog makes to stay connected with you. To transform your outings from a
tug-of-war into a true partnership, embrace a new perspective: every time you clip on
the leash, you are entering a training session dedicated to building a lifelong bond.
"Transform your strolls into a shared success by practicing these fundamental
engagement games."

1. The "Attention” Game

The Goal: To encourage your dog to voluntarily check in with you, making you more
interesting than the environment.

e Start in a Quiet Area: Begin in a quiet space—like your living room or
backyard—where your dog can easily focus. Gradually introduce more
distractions only after your dog is consistently and quickly checking in with you.

e Wait for the Check-In: Wait for your dog to look at you voluntarily. If they are too
distracted, make a soft clicking or whistling sound to prompt them. If you find
yourself having to prompt your dog often, go back to practicing in an area with
less distractions.

e Mark the Focus: The moment they give you eye contact—or even just flick an
ear or orient their head toward you—say "Yes!" and deliver a high-value treat
specifically in your "Reinforcement Zone" (right by your side).

e Take it on the Road: Once they are consistently checking in at home, practice
this during walks to reinforce that looking at you is always a winning move.

2. The "Toss and Go" Game

The Goal: To teach your dog that even if they move away to explore, the best place to
return to is your side.

e The Reset Toss: While walking, toss a low-value treat a few feet ahead or
behind you to send your dog out of the "proximity zone."



3.

The Return Journey: As soon as your dog finishes the treat and turns back to
find you, move forward so they have to "catch up."

The High-Value Landing: When they arrive back at your side, mark with a
"Yes!" and deliver a higher-value reward directly in your Reinforcement Zone.
Repeat the Loop: This game turns the act of returning to your side into a fun,
rewarding cycle, building a "magnetic" pull back to your hip.

The "Catch Up" Game

The Goal: To build a strong "magnetic" pull toward your side so that the dog naturally
wants to stay near you, even without a leash.

Start in a Low-Distraction Zone: Begin in a quiet room inside your house with
your dog off-leash. Have a handful of high-value treats ready.

The Initial Reward: While standing still, place a treat on the floor directly next to
your heel. As your dog eats it, use that moment of focus to quietly step 3-5 feet
away.

The "Catch Up" Moment: As soon as your dog finishes the treat and moves
toward you to see what’s next, wait until they reach your "Reinforcement Zone"
(the space right next to your leg).

Mark and Repeat: The instant they arrive at your side, say "Yes!" or click, and
immediately place another treat on the ground by your side.

Increase the Challenge: Once your dog is "glued" to your side after the first few
reps, start adding a little more movement—take diagonal steps or change your
pace—before placing the next treat.

For strong pullers, you can also utilize the following methods:

1.

The "Be a Tree" Method (Stop-and-Go)

Before you implement this strategy, you must first set your "anchor." To ensure you
maintain your balance and avoid hand injuries, use these two locking techniques:

The Strategy: The moment you feel the leash tighten, stop dead in your tracks. * Do
not jerk the leash; simply become an immovable anchor.

Wait for the dog to create slack (usually by looking back at you or stepping
toward you).



e Mark and Move: The moment the leash goes slack, mark it ("Yes!") and resume
walking. This teaches the dog that pulling = stopping, while a slack leash =
moving forward.

2. The "180-Degree™ Redirect (U-Turns)
If your dog is hyper-focused on something ahead, "being a tree" might not be enough.

e The moment you feel tension on the leash, calmly pivot 180 degrees and
begin walking in the opposite direction. Use an upbeat voice or a gentle pat
on your leg to encourage your dog to turn with you and re-engage.

e \When they catch up to your side and the leash is loose, reward them and head
back in the original direction.

By turning around, the dog 'loses' distance toward their goal (the 'penalty'), teaching
them that pulling actually gets them further away from what they want.

Video & Expert Resources

For a deeper dive into these techniques, explore these curated resources:

Foundational Exercises: Loose Leash Walking Foundations
Equipment Deep Dive: Choosing the Right Collar or Harness
Video Tutorial: Dog PULLING again? Try these two exercises
Instant Improvement: EASY Tip to Instantly Improve Leash Walking
The Human Element: Leash Walking Tips: For the Human



https://positively.com/dog-behavior/basic-cues/loose-leash-walking/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wrd89bJtk28&list=PLOv3ykszW9t_doI9cfzn3plX56c1sQLOn&index=5
https://positively.com/dog-training/methods-equipment/training-equipment/choosing-the-right-collar-or-harness/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uIkXpLAjoJg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zkMNCXdDiJQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XHUixsxXcOc&list=PLOv3ykszW9t_doI9cfzn3plX56c1sQLOn&index=2

