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For Rosco and Rei, who led me into this work and taught me everything that textbooks couldn’t.

And for all the dogs - the fearful ones, the frustrated ones, the sensitive souls - and for the people who see them, truly see them, and choose to stay.

This book celebrates every small victory, every moment of understanding earned through patience, joy and love.

For all of us learning to love without needing to fix.
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Jenn’s book, Loving the Difficult Dog: What My Reactive Rescues Taught Me About Unconditional Love, presents readers with a comprehensive set of practical advice, seamlessly woven together with heartfelt stories and experiences involving her two rescue dogs, Rei and Rosco. Through sharing her own journey, Jenn encourages readers to contemplate their relationships with their own dogs, inspiring a greater appreciation for dogs that are frequently misunderstood. 

At the heart of Jenn’s guidance is the L.E.G.S. framework, a model originally developed by Kim Brophey. This approach provides a holistic view of dog behaviour, inviting readers to consider canine actions through four interconnected dimensions: Learning, Environment, Genetics, and Self. 

Building upon the foundation of the L.E.G.S. framework, Jenn introduces her own synthesis known as the Four Pillars framework. This new addition further deepens the approach to understanding and caring for dogs, providing readers with fresh perspectives informed by Jenn’s extensive experience working with reactive dogs. 

— Linda O’Reilly

Educational Consultant and Coach

Program Assistant, ONE TO ONE Literacy

Vancouver, BC
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Frameworks
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This book draws on the L.E.G.S. framework developed by Kim Brophey, which examines dog behavior through the lens of Learning, Environment, Genetics, and Self. I’m a Professional Dog Trainer (Good Dog Academy) and a certified Family Dog Mediator (FDM), trained in this comprehensive, welfare-focused approach to understanding dogs.

The Four Pillars framework you’ll encounter is my synthesis, informed by established models and years of lived experience with reactive dogs.

For more detailed acknowledgments and resources, see the back of the book.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
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Your hands are still shaking. You just apologized to a stranger who looked at you like you’re failing. You can still feel the jolt of the leash, the barking, your dog becoming someone unrecognizable. Now, in the quiet, you look down at them - this dog you love - and think: What am I doing wrong?

Nothing. You’re doing nothing wrong.

Your heart is racing. That’s adrenaline - the same thing flooding your dog’s system moments ago. You’re both coming down from it together, though neither of you chose to go up in the first place.

Your shoulders ache from bracing against the leash. Your throat is tight from the apologies you threw at a stranger who didn’t want them anyway. Your dog is panting hard, even though you only walked two blocks. This wasn’t exercise. This was surviving.

You recognize the signs now: the whale eye, the stiff body, the scanning. Your dog is still watching, still vigilant, still waiting for the next threat. Because to them, that other dog was a threat. The jogger was a threat. The garbage truck, the child on a scooter, the rustle in the bushes - all of it. Your dog was trying to keep you both safe.

What others saw was a failure.

What could you have done differently? Should you have crossed the street sooner? Should you have brought higher value treats? Should you have turned around the second you saw that other dog in the distance?

You saw their face. Disgust. Judgment. The quick assessment that you are irresponsible, that your dog is aggressive, that you shouldn’t be allowed to have a dog at all.

You wanted to shout. He’s not aggressive, he’s scared. He’s a rescue. We’re working on it. We’re trying. The words are stuck in your throat. You don’t fully believe it anymore. You feel trapped and helpless. 

Here’s what no one tells you about living with a reactive dog: you can love them completely and still feel defeated by them.

You look at your dog and your heart swells. This is the dog who sleeps pressed against your leg. Who greets you like you’ve been gone for years even when you just took out the trash. Who has learned your routines, your moods, who watches you with such devotion it sometimes makes you ache.

This is also the dog who makes you dread walks. Who has cost you friendships with other dog people. Who you can’t take to outdoor cafes or farmers markets or on the hiking trails you used to love. Who makes you feel like a failure multiple times a day.

Both are true. The guilt of admitting the second truth makes the first truth hurt even more.

You’ve given up things. Small things at first - that one dog park, that one busy trail. But the list grew. Morning coffee runs. Visiting friends who have dogs. Spontaneous outings. The simple pleasure of a relaxed walk where you’re not scanning a hundred yards ahead for potential triggers.

You’ve spent money. Trainers, equipment, supplements, CBD oil. Books and online courses. Different harnesses, different leashes, different treats. You’ve tried it all, or most of it, and still you’re bracing for the next walk. Still apologizing to strangers.

You’ve lost confidence. In yourself as a dog guardian. In your ability to read situations. In whether you’re cut out for this at all. Some days you wonder if your dog would be better off with someone else - someone more capable, more patient, more anything.

And you’ve lost the dog you thought you knew.

You adopted your dog imagining weekend adventures and neighborhood strolls where people stop to say hello. Maybe you thought you’d be the person with the friendly dog who makes other people smile. Maybe you just wanted simple - a companion for walks, a buddy for life.

Instead you got complicated. A dog who needs you to be vigilant, strategic, constantly managing, a relationship that requires more than you knew you’d have to give.

And you love them anyway.

Late at night, when you’re scrolling forums or watching videos of other people’s well-behaved dogs, questions surface. You don’t say it out loud, maybe not even to yourself, but it’s always there: Is it always going to be this hard?

What if I can’t fix this? What if there’s something wrong with my dog? With me? Will it always be like this?

This book isn’t going to teach you how to fix your reactive dog. It’s not going to give you a training protocol or a step-by-step plan. There are other books for that, and maybe you’ve already read them.

This book is going to help you see your dog differently. Not as a problem. Not difficult, but trying to communicate an important message - distress, fear, anxiety, or over-stimulation and wants to escape the stressful situation.

Reactivity isn’t misbehavior. It’s not dominance, spite or stubbornness. It’s communication. It’s your dog telling you that something isn’t okay. That their world feels unsafe or overwhelming or confusing. When you learn to read those triggers early, trust starts to build. You’re not doing anything wrong. Your dog isn’t doing anything wrong. You’re both just trying. Reactivity can be distressing for both you and your dog. My name is Jennyfer Tan, a Professional Dog Trainer and a certified Family Dog Mediator. Please join me as I share my story and what Rosco and Rei taught me about unconditional love, and what textbooks couldn’t.
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Chapter 2: The Loneliness of the Leash

[image: ]


You’ve become a strategist. Every walk requires calculations most dog guardians never think about.

What time of day has the least foot traffic? Which route has the fewest blind corners? Is it trash day - will there be bins on the curb? Are kids getting out of school soon? 

Before the leash is even clipped on you’re running scenarios, plotting escape routes, calculating risk like you’re planning a military operation. 

If you have more than one reactive dog, the calculations multiply. Different triggers mean different routes, different times, different strategies. So you walk the dogs separately, adding hours to your day because that’s what they need even if it’s not what you pictured. This is the part no one talks about - the mental load of reactive dog guardianship. 

This relentless need to be vigilant has led to significant mental fatigue and stress.

You see other dog walkers on their phones during walks. You can’t remember the last time you weren’t scanning. A hundred yards ahead, checking behind you, listening for the jingle of tags or the sound of a bike chain. And sometimes you don’t see it in time. The dog appears around a corner. The skateboarder comes out of nowhere. The trigger happens faster than your reflexes, and suddenly you’re in it - leash tight, dog lunging, your voice saying “it’s okay, it’s okay” to your dog, to yourself, to no one.

Your nervous system is always slightly activated, always ready. If you’re lucky you spot the trigger first and successfully avoid it. You cross the street, duck behind a car, turn around and take the long way home. Your dog never even knows the other dog was there. You prevented the reaction.

No one sees this victory. There’s no gold star for the meltdowns that didn’t happen. Just you, walking home with your shoulders tight, knowing you’ll have to do it all again tomorrow.

The dog park was first to go. That one was obvious - too many variables, too much chaos, too many people who don’t understand that “my dog is friendly!” isn’t helpful when your dog isn’t.

Next, the coffee shop with the outdoor seating go. You used to love sitting there on Saturday mornings. Now you get your coffee to go, if you go at all.

The hiking trails are next to go. If you go, you have to go early, before other people, which means before work, which means you’re exhausted all the time. Or you skip the dog park, you feel guilty that your dog isn’t getting enough exercise, enough enrichment, enough life.

Your friend’s house - the one with the two labs. You haven’t been there in months. They stopped inviting you. Or maybe you stopped accepting. It’s difficult to remember which came first.

The farmer’s market. The beach. The neighborhood festival. The outdoor movie night. All the things that make summer in your city feel alive - you watch other people do them with their dogs. Their easy, happy dogs.

You’ve given up spontaneity. Every outing is a logistics puzzle. Can you bring your dog? Should you bring your dog? What if something goes wrong? Is it worth the risk?

So mostly you and your dog stay home. And you both miss out on parts of the life you thought you’d share together.

Here’s what people don’t see: you’ve actually figured some things out. Context matters more than people realize. For example, off-leash in a familiar space, your dog is a different animal - relaxed, social even.

On or off leash matters. Your dog off-leash in a familiar context with another dog. No barrier frustration, no leash pressure, space to move, to negotiate naturally - your dog is a different dog.

You’ve had to become an expert tailored specifically to your dog. Through experience, you’ve learned exactly what your dog can handle, and what situations might overwhelm them. This knowledge extends to understanding how to set your dog up for success in certain environments, even if some situations still feel out of reach.

This process—of learning, adapting, and persisting—is often invisible to others. It’s a form of expertise that isn’t widely recognized or celebrated, yet it’s very real. It is built over time through trial and error, and an unwavering commitment to building a life together with your dog despite the challenges you may face.

The looks are the worst part. Not from your dog - your dog is just doing what makes sense to them. The looks from other people.

The woman who jerked her dog away from yours like your dog is dangerous. The man who muttered something under his breath about “controlling your animal.” The kid who asked their parent, loudly, “Why is that dog so mean?”

You’ve developed a script. “He’s reactive.” “We’re working on it.” “Sorry about that.” You’ve become fluent in apologizing for your dog’s existence in public space.

And then there are the advice-givers. The people who owned a dog once, or watched a TV show, or read something online. “Have you tried being more firm?” “Dogs need strong leadership.” “My dog used to do that until I...”

You smile. You nod. You say thank you. You don’t say what you’re thinking: I’ve tried everything. Nothing is simple. You don’t know my dog.

The other dog guardians are sometimes worse. The ones at the pet store or the vet’s office who chat easily about dog things - training classes, doggy daycare, off-leash adventures. They assume you’re part of their club. They ask questions you can’t answer without explaining, and explaining means admitting, and admitting means being on the outside.

So you keep it vague. You keep it light. You extract yourself from the conversation as quickly as possible. You go home to your dog, who doesn’t judge you, who just wants dinner and a belly rub and to sleep pressed against your leg.

This is lonely in ways you didn’t expect.

You’re lonely for other people who get it. Who don’t offer simple solutions or success stories. Who understand that “it’s getting better” might mean “we only had two reactions this week instead of five” and that’s actually progress worth celebrating.

You’re lonely in the regular dog guardian spaces. The Facebook groups where people post videos of their dogs playing with fifteen other dogs at once. The conversations about dog-friendly breweries and group hikes. You lurk in these spaces but you don’t participate. You’re there but not there.

You’re lonely for the version of yourself that didn’t have to think this hard. The person who could just walk their dog without a battle plan. The person who didn’t understand why anyone would stay home on a beautiful day.

And sometimes - not always, but sometimes - you’re lonely even with your dog. Because the dog you have isn’t the dog you imagined. And loving them doesn’t erase the grief of what you thought this relationship would be.

At night, when your dog is finally settled and the house is quiet thoughts creep in.

Am I enough for this dog? Would they be better off with someone more experienced, more patient, more capable?

Is this my fault? Did I do something wrong in those early days? Did I miss something? Did I make it worse?

Is it always going to be this hard? Is this just who we are now?

And the question underneath all the others, the one that makes you feel terrible just for thinking it: Do I even like my dog anymore? Or do I just love them out of obligation?

That last one sits heavy. Because you do love your dog. Deeply. Completely. You’d do anything for them. But liking your life with them? Enjoying walks? Feeling proud when someone asks about your dog? Those things feel far away.

What’s true: You’re carrying a lot. More than people realize. More than you probably admit to yourself most days.

The hypervigilance is exhausting. The isolation is real. The grief for the relationship you expected - that’s legitimate. And the creeping resentment that sometimes surfaces? That’s human. That doesn’t make you a bad person or a bad dog guardian. It makes you someone who is tired and trying and not getting a lot of support.

You’re also doing more than you give yourself credit for. Every walk where you successfully avoided a trigger? That took skill. Every moment you stayed calm when your dog lost it? That took strength. Every time you figured out a context where your dog could succeed, even if it looked nothing like what other people do? That was you learning to see your dog clearly and meet them where they are.

Your dog isn’t trying to make your life difficult. Your dog is trying to survive a world that doesn’t make sense to them. And you’re trying to help them, while also surviving in a world that doesn’t understand either of you.

What’s missing is a different way of seeing this. Not a training solution - you’ve probably tried those. Not more discipline or structure or leadership - those words have been thrown at you enough already.

What’s missing is understanding. Of what’s actually happening in your dog’s brain and body. Of why reactivity makes perfect sense given who your dog is, what they’ve experienced, and what they need. Of how context shapes behavior in ways most people have never considered. Of how to meet your dog where they are instead of where you wish they were.

And what’s missing is permission. Permission to grieve. Permission to be tired. Permission to do things differently than other people do them. Permission to celebrate the small victories that no one else sees. Permission to let go of the picture you had and build something real with the dog in front of you.
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