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OFF LEASH RECALL
The off leash “come” is an elusive and challenging command to master in dog training.  Difficulties arise when people think of it in terms of their own needs and not the needs of the dog.  Dogs, like most animals and people, do behaviors for their own self-interest.   If a behavior is reinforced, then that behavior will become more frequent. For example, look at most of the times we call our dog.  Usually, its when we need them to come to us so we can go home from the park or the beach.  Or we call them when we want them to come inside and stop barking at the neighbor’s dog.  Look at it from the dog’s point of view, the off leash “come” means the fun is over.  Owners teach their dogs at a very young age that “come” is not a favorable command, that nothing good happens when they come, and therefore the frequency of the behavior happening again diminishes each time you call the dog.

A reliable off leash recall is easy if you remember two simple rules:  
1. Always praise the dog when she comes to you
2. Always set yourself up for success.
Sounds easy enough: Let’s break those two things down ~ Always praise the dog when it comes is an absolute.  It doesn’t matter how late for work you are or how long the dog’s been gone or any other extenuating circumstances!  When that dog starts moving toward you, let her know she’s doing the right thing.  Punishing your dog when she comes only reinforces in the dog’s mind what a terrible idea it was to come to you.  

The next word that needs a little more attention is “PRAISE”.  Praise does not mean pat the dog on the head once and say “good dog.”  It means act like your dog just won a gold medal in the Olympics!  Each dog has its own favorite reward.  
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Get creative!  Some examples include giving SPECIAL treats, giving the always sought after “belly rub”, throwing the tennis ball, playing tug with the rope toy,- in other words, whatever floats your dog’s boat!  The important thing is that it be something special and it happens for at least 20 seconds.   In short, the “come” command cannot be associated with the fun being over!

The second part of the equation is a little more challenging.  Always set yourself up for success!  This means don’t call your dog if there’s nothing you can do about it if she doesn’t come.  Every time “Sadie” hears “Sadie, come” while she’s playing with another dog and doesn’t respond, Sadie’s learning that she doesn’t have to and that there’s not a darn thing you can do about it.  Believe me, she hears you.  It doesn’t help to call her ten more times.

So, when you start working on a recall, say the dog’s name, get a head-snap, then say your COME command.  The head-snap is essential and half the battle.  Start with minimal distractions around your house.  Say your dog’s name in a special, exciting tone, when she looks at you, mark it by saying “yes” and give her a special treat.  By doing this, you are creating a conditioned response to hearing her name (with a special tone) and turning her head without even thinking about it.  

Once the head-snap is in place, you can start incorporating a “COME” command.  Just a side note; there is no rule book that says you have to use the word “come.”  In fact, I recommend that you start over completely with a new word if you think that “come” to your dog means, “Oh no!  We’re going home, run the other way as quick as I can!”  Always start this command in an environment with no distractions and at a time when you’re sure your dog will come to you.  An excellent start would be every evening at dinnertime.  Say “Sadie, come” and as she races toward you, praise her and give her dinner when she gets there.  It’s important that you don’t overuse this command.  Practice the “come” three times a day at the beginning.  Do not say it more often than that or else it loses its effectiveness.  Essentially, you want the dog to want to hear “come” more often.  As your dog gets better on the “come” in the house and in the yard, she’s ready to gradually add more distractions.  Keep in mind that if you’ve been consistent at this point in your training, your dog should not be hearing the word “come,” (or whatever word you’re using) and not coming! 

At this point in the training it becomes very useful to use a long line.  A long line is a 20-40’ light leash (attached to the buckle collar) that your dog drags along on walks, hikes, and parks.  The only thing the long line is there for is to prevent the dog from getting reinforcement from anything except you.  For example, if you are on a hike and you and your dog see another dog in the distance that you don’t want your dog approaching, say your dog’s name and the “come” command.  If you’ve done your homework, your dog will turn around and come to you so fast your head will spin.
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If your dog still thinks she has a choice and decides not to come, then step on the long line and time your negative word marker, “uh-uh, ” to the instant she hits the end of the line.  Then start praising the second she turns around and starts moving in your direction.  From the dog’s point of view, she’s thinking that not coming was not a good idea; she got the uncomfortable feeling of getting stopped in her tracks when she hit the end of the line and she did not get the reinforcement of playing with the other dog. She’ll think your magic for being able to stop her at such a distance.  Which, of course, is what we’re striving toward!  Always say the come command before you step on the leash or the dog will only respect the leash and not the command.  

Just a few quick notes about the use of the long line: it is much more effective to step on the line than to pick it up, no matter how tempting that may be.  In addition, most long lines are made of nylon and will cause quite a rope burn on your hand.  Also, dragging a long line does pose certain safety risks.  Never leave the line on when the dog is unsupervised and don’t use a long line when more than two dogs are playing because it easily tangles around the dogs.  If you’re not comfortable using a long line: DON’T.  Although it can be quite a hassle, the long line is an incredibly effective tool if used properly.  The process of getting a reliable off leash “come” can take anywhere from 2-4 months of consistently working on it with few trainer mistakes. So be patient, the longer the dog drags a line, the more reliable the off leash “come” will be.

From a training standpoint, the off leash “come” is the hardest command to proof and the easiest command to ruin.  Be patient!  When you do mess up, go get your dog OR turn and go the other direction if it’s safe.  Remember that dogs are pack animals and if you have a solid relationship with your dog, her instincts will tell her that the “pack” is leaving and she’d better catch up!  Chalk the experience up to the trainer’s mistake (Handler Error) not the dog’s.  Then either take a step back in the training or set the situation up again another time where you have a line on the dog and are able be successful.  The “come” command truly illustrates the relationship between you and your dog.   Let’s face it, when dogs are off leash, it becomes their decision whether they will come to you, so making yourself the pack leader your dog wants and needs is essential.  

Be consistent, be unpredictable & most important, 

be outrageously fun to be with!!!!
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