
  

 Shy/Cautious 

 
Shy/Cautious: HUH?!?! 

It means that your dog may become uncomfortable or afraid when people loom over them, 
stretch out their hands to pet them or approach too quickly. 
 

An Ounce of Prevention 

 Accept them for who they are. Just like some people are shy, so are some dogs. It doesn’t mean 
they are broken! In fact, many shy dogs are very affectionate with the people they know and 
love, but it takes time and patience to establish that bond.   

 Find what they love and do that. Your dog may not enjoy the work of a therapy dog, but maybe 
they would enjoy learning new tricks at home with you. Take video and post it on Facebook or a 
blog to show off your dog’s latest talent!     

 Be your dog’s advocate. Sometimes, well-meaning people don’t understand that shy dogs may 
be scared of them. Imagine if you felt scared – really scared – multiple times each day.  
Exhausting, right? Be polite but firm, and always remember that your dog is relying on you to 
protect him and keep him safe.  

 
General Recommendations 

 Reinforce signs of bravery. Afraid of the laundry basket? Reward him for approaching it to 
investigate. Encourage him to approach it on his own terms and reward him for his efforts. 

 “Touch!” Some dogs become uncomfortable or afraid when people stretch out their hands to 
pet them. Training your dog to “touch” a hand with her nose can help! It can teach her that 
hands reaching toward her aren’t really threatening or frightening, and it can give your dog an 
acceptable behavior to perform when she’s in a stressful situation, which can build confidence.  

o Start by following these steps: 
 Place your hand, palm forward, about 3 inches from your dog’s nose. 
 Your dog will likely put her nose to you to investigate and smell your hand.  As 

soon as her nose touches you, mark the behavior by saying “Good!” and give 
her a treat. If your dog doesn’t touch your hand you can try taking a treat and 
rubbing it on your hand to transfer the scent; she will likely sniff your hand now 
which gives you opportunity to mark (“Good!”) and reward.  Be patient and give 
her time to decide to move her nose towards your hand – don’t move your hand 
closer to her nose! 

 Repeat 5 times, moving your hand an inch to the left or right each time. 
 Once your dog understands the behavior you can begin moving your hand 

further away and attaching the cue “Touch” or “Say Hi!” before you hold out 
your hand. 

o Then, ask familiar friends and family to target with her. You should still be the one giving 
her the treat so that she can have a double reward – the retreat from the person and 
the treat. Once she is more comfortable with the other people, you can let them give 
her the treat.   

 Hire a professional.  A Certified Applied Animal Behaviorist 
(https://www.animalbehaviorsociety.org/web/applied-behavior-caab-directory.php) or 
qualified Certified Professional Dog Trainer (http://www.ccpdt.org/) can help you treat your 
dog’s reactivity through specific protocol work. This should only be done by, or under the 
guidance of, a professional because a strong grasp of dog body language, learning theory, 
and timing is necessary to safely and effectively work through the protocol. 

https://www.animalbehaviorsociety.org/web/applied-behavior-caab-directory.php

