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There are a number of people without whom this book could not have happened. My family, in particular my long suffering husband, have tolerated many hours of me sitting in corners muttering to myself with very few comments. He also made sure I was fed at regular intervals on the more frustrating days of putting words on the page.

None of this would have happened if I had not come across a comment made by a friend on a Facebook post about a course in reactive dog behaviour. That link led me to Canine Principles. I am incredibly grateful to the entire team there, for providing such great quality courses and student support that I became inspired to learn as much as I could. I have been very fortunate to benefit from the inspiration and support of the wonderful writer and behaviour expert Sally Gutteridge who, I am thrilled to say, has written a foreword for this book.

Huge thanks also go to Fiona Gemmell for her editing skills, smoothing out the clunky edges of some of the prose, and dealing with my sometimes cavalier preposition positioning!

The final thanks go to the one that truly inspired this book, and he can’t even read! Finn has been the most complicated dog that I have ever known. Ultimately that has made him the most rewarding when we have made even the smallest step forward. Because of him, I know more now than I ever would have imagined. And he’s a looker as well!
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What a wonderful insight into life with a dog who needs extra support. Jay not only covers how the dog feels but provides a candid and honest account of how it affects us to share our lives with a dog who finds the world intimidating. Packed with empathy and understanding, this book is like a discussion with a friend who knows exactly what you experience when caring for a dog who needs special help. 

Based in facts and delivered with compassion throughout; this book will leave you feeling less alone with your dog and more part of a bigger group. Welcome to a tribe of dog guardians where we all have the wellbeing of our dogs at heart, which is sometimes overwhelming but always rewarding. 

Keep going with your dog, they are resoundingly worth it; and Jay’s words will help you along the way. 
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Sally Gutteridge.
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Most people, when they envisage having a dog in the family, have an idea of what life will be like once the new family member has arrived. A playful, friendly ball of fur who enjoys romps around the countryside with human and canine friends. Every person and dog welcomed with a wag of the tail and maybe a soft doggy kiss. It makes for a very appealing image.

What happens can be very different.

Very few people knowingly picture adding a dog to their family unit that finds the world a difficult place. None of us sets out to be the one holding a lead, the other end of which is barely hanging on to a furiously snarling, foaming and barking bundle of hackles and teeth.

Sadly, for some people and their dogs this is the reality. For many in this position, that initial moment can be shocking, even frightening. With the response that such behaviours often get from other, uninitiated people in the vicinity, it can be humiliating as well.

Welcome to the emotional rollercoaster that is life as the guardian of a reactive dog.

Inspiration for this book came from the unexpected, huge reaction to a post that I wrote on my blog. My inbox filled with comments and messages from people that completely understood what I had written, full of relief that they could see other people exist that understand what it is like to be the person on the other end of that lead. That article is in part the very basics of sections of this book, in an effort to show more people that they are definitely not alone, to help them understand what both sides of the partnership between human and dog are going through, but also to provide some details on how to go about improving the situation.

If you are reading this because you are at this point, with a dog that on occasions turns into a whirling, snarling dervish, then I hope to help point you in the direction of help, support and ways to improve the situation so that you and your dogs can have the best life possible together. By sharing my experiences, and the sources of help and advice that I managed to locate, my aim is to aid guardians and handlers of reactive dogs to reduce stress in both their dogs and themselves as rapidly as possible.
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How it all began – the emotional toll of reactivity

By way of further introduction, this first chapter includes the text of the blog post that started off this project. The subject had been on my mind for a while before writing this article, largely because I have been so fortunate in the people and places that I made my way to at the beginning of my journey with a reactive dog more by luck than judgement. I have seen so many people in these places (mostly Facebook related, as so many things seem to be these days) posting for the first time about the relief they feel at having found people that understand, that can sympathise and – in my mind more importantly – empathise with that horribly lost, confused feeling.

When you first realise that your dog is reactive, you can feel utterly despondent, isolated, desperate and helpless. This book is designed to show you that none of these feelings have to be permanent. Very few books or articles that I discovered while first looking into the subject of reactive dogs when the issue came up for me even really mentioned the effects it was having on me. The technical literature is largely aimed at helping the dog. This is, of course, a hugely important part of improving things. However, having been there myself, I now fully believe that the owners and handlers need help as well. After all, how can we help our dogs if we are not in a good emotional state and able to remain calm in potentially tricky situations? How can we expect our fearful dogs to trust us to keep them safe in scary situations if they can sense that we are scared or annoyed? The human on the other end of the lead needs to be able to understand how they are physically and emotionally affected by reactivity just as much as their dog is.

This post contains my story. How I discovered that reactive dogs existed, and what brought me to this point of now studying canine coaching and behaviour and writing a book on the subject of reactive dogs and their guardians

‘The Emotional Toll of Reactivity.
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