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Prologue: Before the corner
Choose safety before a closer look

Maybe your dog turns a quiet walk into a scan of every corner.
This guide is for that hard, ordinary moment: the corner you
cannot see around, the dog who appears suddenly, and the
decision to leave before anything becomes dangerous. The
households in these pages are composite illustrations, not case
histories or promises of particular outcomes.

Leash reactivity describes a visible response, not a diagnosis. A
dog may bark, lunge, freeze, pull, stare or struggle to move for
different reasons, sometimes including fear, frustration, pain or
a past experience we cannot know. Breed history alone does not
tell us why this dog reacted. A dog who takes food may still be
uncomfortable; a dog who refuses it may be ill, full, distracted or
distressed. One walk gives us clues, not a verdict.

This book begins with a safety choice: if anyone could be bitten
or knocked over, if your dog has snapped or made contact, or if
you cannot reliably leave an encounter, stop planned practice
and speak with a veterinarian and a qualified reward-based
behavior professional. A sudden or worsening change in
behavior deserves a veterinary check, even when the walk looks
like a training problem. Keep other people and animals out of
risky setups. Never use a child, a visitor, another dog or a
neighbor as a test.

If the route is easy enough, notice the whole dog and the space
around you. Can your dog move comfortably with you? Can you
turn away without crossing traffic or coming into contact with
another animal? If he stiffens, stares, tries to leave, stops taking a
familiar reward or struggles to turn, make the situation easier
and create more space. If the route cannot provide it, end the
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exercise. A quiet walk, a different route or a rest day can be a
good choice. Neither a number of feet nor a schedule determines
what your dog owes you today.

In one composite walk, a dog and her person approach a bend.
Another dog appears ahead. Her person turns toward an open
side street while there is still room. The other dog passes; the dog
looks back and then toward a scent patch. Her person does not
turn back for a closer trial. They finish on the quieter street. This
scene does not establish that the next encounter will be safe. It
shows the part of the plan a person controls: the route, the
distance, the choice to stop and the call for help when those
choices are not enough.

You can practice familiar, comfortable skills at home and on easy
walks. Rewards can help build new associations when the setting
is safe and the dog can leave. Eye contact, a touch cue, a toy or a
food scatter is optional; none substitutes for room to move away.
Later chapters explain how a qualified professional can help
arrange individual setups when reactions are severe or contact
is possible. Read the safety and departure chapters before trying
planned practice, and use the book alongside qualified help
when the situation calls for it.
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Your Dog Is Not Broken
Read the dog, then choose the route

The leash goes tight at the corner. Your dog has seen something
you have not. Maybe it is another dog, a cyclist, a person
carrying a bag or a sound. He stops and stares, then barks. It is
tempting to demand a cue, feed a treat or pull him past. First ask
a smaller question: where can both of you move safely?

"Reactive" describes something the dog does. It does not tell you
why. A frightened dog may be trying to make space. A frustrated
dog may want to reach something. Pain or illness can change
how a familiar walk feels. The same dog can react differently
depending on rest, the route, the other dog's movement and
what happened earlier. A growl or lunge may signal a risk of
contact; do not dismiss that risk by declaring the dog "only
frustrated." A veterinarian can look for medical issues. A
qualified reward-based behavior professional can observe the
individual dog and help plan safe practice.

What to do before a training plan

Separate everyday safety from planned learning. Choose a route
where you can turn away or move behind a barrier without
stepping into traffic. Use secure, comfortable equipment fitted to
this dog, and hold the lead without using it to jerk or punish. If
you see someone or something your dog struggles with, increase
space early. If you cannot create safe space, end the exercise. A
quieter place and time may be better than completing the usual
walk. These choices are not a failed lesson; they prevent an
unsafe encounter.
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If your dog has bitten, snapped, nearly made contact, pulled you
off balance or become harder to manage, do not arrange a test to
find his "real" limit. Keep other people and animals clear, ask
your veterinarian for help, and work with a qualified
reward-based behavior professional on an individual plan. A
sudden change also calls for a vet, even without a bite. In a tight
area with no easy exit, prioritize not getting close, ask for nearby
help if necessary, and keep enough awareness of traffic and
other animals.

Observe, without staging a reaction

Notice ordinary walks. What was happening when your dog first
became tense? Was he stiff or loose, able to move away, taking
an offered familiar reward, or trying to leave? Did a barrier, turn
or quieter route make things easier? Write down what actually
happened. Do not bring a dog closer, provoke a bark or invite a
helper to approach for the sake of a measurement. Food refusal
alone does not diagnose fear; accepting food alone does not
prove comfort. Read the whole situation, and ask for qualified
help when you are unsure.

Three labels can help you talk about a walk without acting like a
meter. "Easy" means the dog and person can move comfortably
and choose what to do. "Caution" means something is getting
harder and the route needs more space. "Leave" means the dog is
struggling or safety is uncertain. These are observations, not
fixed distances, durations or colors to pass. An "easy" moment
does not license a closer encounter. A "caution" moment is a
good time to move away; waiting for a lunge teaches neither dog
nor person anything they needed to learn.
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A composite example

In a fictional household, a dog named Rowan begins to stare at
another dog across a wide street. His person turns down an
empty side street before the path narrows. Rowan moves with
her, then sniffs a familiar wall. They do not go back to repeat the
encounter. At home, she notes the location, what she observed
and that a side route was open. She does not write "threshold 30
feet" or call a sniff a cure. Next time the route is crowded, she
chooses a different walk. This example illustrates a decision, not
a guaranteed result or a real client's case.

The goal is not to remove every bark. The goal is to reduce
avoidable risk, help your dog feel able to move through the
world, and know when your plan needs more support. A book
can teach the questions; it cannot see your dog. The next chapter
turns observation into a practical exit plan without making a
number the dog has to meet.
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