Why?						By Laurie Albright

The biggest, most often asked question when I’m training a dog is “why?”.  Why should I do this? Why do you want me to?  (Yes, it’s the dog asking the question, not the handler.)  Every now and then, there’s a dog that doesn’t care why, just wants to do stuff no matter how silly (like weave poles), just for the fun of doing something.  I’m blessed to have one of those dogs right now – what a joy to train and work with!  Most dogs however, want a reason.
That’s where the art of training comes in.  I work really hard to make the answer: “Because it’s FUN!”  And let’s face it, without some form of motivation, heeling and stay work are not that much fun for the dog!  Training theory tells us that if we pair something less fun with something really fun, consistently, we make the less fun thing as rewarding as the really fun thing.  Hmmm, that reads convoluted – how about an example?  Mia thought that the broad jump exercise was a dreadful bore.  No motivation to get all the way over those boards just to come back to front.  So, what does she like?  Running with her mom, cookies, play... so I started pairing any attempt to get all the way over the boards with running and laughing to a cookie station somewhere in the room, she’d get a cookie, then we’d play tug.  When she was jumping with enthusiasm, I’d ask for the front 25% of the time, then run for cookies.  Then I’d ask for the front and finish, run for cookies.  She now loves the broad jump – even if we don’t run for cookies.  In her mind, the broad jump is part of a really fun game.  And yes, from time to time, we still run and have a party for jumping over the broad jump.
Your challenge as a trainer is to find out what your dog really loves and start with that.  I prefer to have my dogs wild about playing games with me, tug, fetch, jumping and barking – they’re far more motivational than even the best treats.  However, maybe your dog doesn’t love to play games (yet).  Using the training theory mentioned above, yes you can TRAIN your dog to love to play! 
Your first step would be to pair playing for short times with you with something your dog really does love (cheese, liver, chicken, your sandwich).  If he’s really not play motivated, try thinking like a puppy.  Have you ever seen a puppy pester an adult dog to play?  They just don’t give up until they get some attention!  Be fun.  Jump around, poke the dog, drag a tug toy in front of his nose, tickle his ribs – just don’t quit until you get a reaction.  Then immediately reward him with his favourite treat.  Build on this, when it’s becoming easier to get a reaction from him, ask for just a little more before you give him his big reward.  Patience early on pays big dividends later!
Answering the question “why” will go a long way towards making your performance dreams a reality.  Knowing your dog and how to develop his motivation will take you to the top!
