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Abstract 
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Core Philosophy 

Behavior First, Emotion Always 

Dogs behave based on what they feel, not what we assume they “should” know. Every decision, 

every reaction, every success or struggle is rooted in emotional state. Training begins with 

understanding the dog’s internal experience and shaping the environment so safer, calmer 

choices become possible. 

Safety Over Compliance 

A dog who feels unsafe cannot learn. Safety—physical, emotional, and environmental—is the 

foundation of all progress. We do not chase obedience at the cost of trust. We build behavior 

through predictability, clarity, and humane handling that protects the dog’s nervous system. 

Clarity Creates Confidence 

Dogs thrive when the world makes sense. Clear criteria, consistent patterns, and predictable 

outcomes reduce stress and increase learning. Confusion is a form of pressure; clarity is a form 

of kindness. Every handler action should reduce ambiguity, not add to it. 

Choice Is a Training Tool 

A dog who has agency learns faster, retains more, and trusts deeper. We create training 

environments where the dog can make safe choices, explore, disengage, re-engage, and 

participate willingly. Choice is not permissiveness—it is structured empowerment. 

Reinforcement Drives Learning 

Behavior that is reinforced becomes stronger. Behavior that is not reinforced fades. We use 

reinforcement strategically to build reliable, repeatable patterns without force, intimidation, or 

fear. Reinforcement is information, not bribery. 

The Environment Is the Teacher 

Dogs respond to the conditions around them. Before labeling a behavior as “stubborn,” 

“dominant,” or “disobedient,” we evaluate the environment: distance, triggers, arousal, 

competing motivators, and clarity of criteria. We adjust the world before we adjust the dog. 
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Humane Handling Is Non-Negotiable 

We reject any method that causes fear, pain, intimidation, or learned helplessness. Humane 

handling is not a style—it is a standard. Every technique must protect the dog’s emotional safety 

and preserve the relationship. 

Systems Over Willpower 

Training succeeds when the system is stronger than the moment. We rely on structured routines, 

predictable patterns, and repeatable processes—not handler emotion, force, or improvisation. 

Systems create reliability; willpower creates inconsistency. 

Progress Is Measured, Not Assumed 

We track behavior, not feelings or guesses. Improvement is defined by observable change, 

reduced stress signals, increased engagement, and consistent performance across environments. 

If progress stalls, the system—not the dog—is adjusted. 
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Learning Theory 

How Dogs Learn: The Three Interacting Systems 

Learning in dogs is driven by three interconnected systems that shape behavior, emotion, and 

decision-making. These systems operate simultaneously and influence how dogs respond to their 

environment, handlers, and training setups. Understanding these systems allows organizations to 

create humane, predictable, and effective learning environments. 

Operant Conditioning — behavior shaped by consequences 

Classical Conditioning — emotional associations formed through experience 

Antecedents & Environment — the conditions that influence behavior before it occurs 

Each system is addressed in its own subsection to maintain clarity and practical application. 

Operant Conditioning: Behavior Shaped by Consequences 

Operant conditioning explains how dogs learn through the outcomes of their actions. 

Reinforcement strengthens behavior; punishment suppresses behavior at the cost of welfare and 

trust. The Foundation uses reinforcement-based strategies exclusively, focusing on building 

reliable, repeatable behaviors through clarity and consistency. 

The Four Quadrants (Used Ethically and Selectively) 

• Positive Reinforcement increases desired behavior by adding something the dog values. 

• Negative Reinforcement increases behavior by removing pressure or discomfort; used 

minimally and only in humane contexts. 

• Positive Punishment adds discomfort or fear; not permitted. 

• Negative Punishment removes access to something the dog wants; used carefully to 

avoid frustration. 

The emphasis is always on reinforcement, not force or intimidation. 

Classical Conditioning: Emotional Learning 

Classical conditioning shapes a dog’s emotional responses. Dogs form associations rapidly, often 

outside conscious control. These associations determine whether a dog feels safe, anxious, 

confident, or fearful in a given context. 

Why Emotional State Comes First A dog’s emotional state directly affects learning 

capacity. Stress, fear, and pain shut down cognitive processing and reduce behavioral reliability. 

Positive emotional associations support engagement, trust, and resilience. 
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Building and Rebuilding Associations 

Pairing people, environments, and stimuli with positive outcomes 

Counterconditioning fear-based responses 

Preventing negative associations through humane handling 

Emotional safety is a prerequisite for all training. 

Antecedents & Environment: Setting Dogs Up for Success 

Antecedents are the conditions that occur before a behavior. They include distance, distractions, 

handler posture, equipment, and environmental pressure. Managing antecedents is one of the 

most powerful tools in humane training. 

Environmental Management as a Training Strategy 

• Adjusting distance from triggers 

• Reducing competing motivators 

• Creating predictable routines 

• Using equipment that supports welfare and clarity 

When the environment is structured correctly, desirable behavior becomes easier and more 

reliable. 

Why Learning Theory Matters in Shelters and Homes 

Shelters, rescues, and family homes are high-pressure environments where dogs experience 

unpredictable stimuli and limited control. Learning theory provides the framework for: 

• Reducing fear and stress 

• Preventing behavior deterioration 

• Supporting dogs with trauma or limited socialization 

• Teaching adopters humane, effective strategies 

• Creating consistent handling across staff and volunteers 

This ensures dogs receive care that protects both welfare and long-term behavior outcomes. 

Rejecting Outdated or Unsupported Models 

The Foundation does not endorse dominance-based interpretations, pack hierarchy models, or 

confrontational training methods. These approaches are associated with increased fear, 

aggression, and stress and are inconsistent with modern behavioral science. 
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Learning theory provides a humane, evidence-based alternative grounded in decades of research. 

Operant Conditioning (Subpage 1) 

Operant conditioning explains how dogs learn through the consequences of their actions. It is the 

primary system used to build reliable, repeatable behaviors in a humane training framework. 

When applied correctly, it creates clarity, predictability, and strong reinforcement histories that 

support long-term behavior change. 

Behavior as a Choice, Not a Moral Issue 

Dogs do not behave out of spite, stubbornness, or dominance. They behave based on 

reinforcement history, environmental conditions, and emotional state. Operant conditioning 

treats behavior as information, not a character flaw. This allows handlers to shape behavior 

without blame or confrontation. 

The Four Consequence Categories 

Operant conditioning uses four consequence types. In humane practice, reinforcement is 

emphasized, and punishment is minimized or excluded. 

• Positive Reinforcement — adding something the dog values to increase behavior. 

• Negative Reinforcement — removing pressure or discomfort to increase behavior; used 

sparingly and only within humane limits. 

• Positive Punishment — adding discomfort or fear to suppress behavior; not permitted. 

• Negative Punishment — removing access to something the dog wants; used carefully to 

avoid frustration or confusion. 

The Foundation prioritizes reinforcement-based strategies because they build trust, engagement, 

and long-term reliability. 

Criteria, Timing, and Rate of Reinforcement 

Effective operant training depends on three technical elements: 

• Clear criteria — the dog must know exactly what earns reinforcement. 

• Precise timing — reinforcement must occur immediately after the behavior. 

• Appropriate rate — early learning requires frequent reinforcement to maintain 

engagement and reduce frustration. 

These elements create clean learning loops that accelerate progress. 
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Markers and Feedback Systems 

Markers (clickers, verbal markers) provide instant feedback that bridges the gap between 

behavior and reinforcement. They increase clarity, reduce ambiguity, and help dogs understand 

exactly what earned reinforcement. Marker systems are used consistently across all training 

contexts. 

Reinforcement Histories and Reliability 

A dog’s reliability is directly tied to its reinforcement history. Behaviors reinforced consistently 

become strong, durable, and resistant to environmental pressure. Behaviors reinforced 

inconsistently become weak or unreliable. This principle guides all training plans and handler 

coaching. 

Ethical Boundaries in Operant Work 

Operant conditioning must never override emotional state. If a dog is fearful, stressed, or 

overwhelmed, classical conditioning and environmental adjustments take priority. Operant work 

resumes only when the dog is emotionally regulated and capable of making choices. 

Classical Conditioning (Subpage 2) 

Classical conditioning explains how dogs form emotional associations with people, 

environments, objects, and events. These associations develop automatically and often outside 

conscious control. Because emotion drives behavior, classical conditioning is the foundation of 

all humane training and behavior change. 

Emotional Learning Happens Before Behavioral Learning 

A dog’s emotional state determines whether learning is possible. Fear, stress, and anxiety shut 

down cognitive processing, reduce engagement, and increase reactivity. Positive emotional states 

support curiosity, problem-solving, and cooperation. Classical conditioning addresses the 

emotional layer first so operant learning can occur reliably. 

How Associations Form 

Dogs constantly pair experiences with outcomes. When two things occur together repeatedly, the 

dog learns that one predicts the other. This process is automatic and does not require the dog to 

“think” or make choices. 

• Neutral stimulus + positive outcome → positive association 

• Neutral stimulus + negative outcome → negative association 

• Trigger + food → improved emotional response 

• Trigger + fear/pain → worsened emotional response 
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These associations become the dog’s emotional map of the world. 

Counterconditioning: Changing Emotional Responses 

Counterconditioning replaces a negative emotional response with a positive one. This is essential 

for dogs who are fearful, reactive, or overwhelmed. 

Key elements include: 

• Presenting the trigger at a safe, manageable intensity 

• Pairing it immediately with high-value reinforcement 

• Repeating until the dog anticipates good outcomes 

• Gradually increasing difficulty while maintaining emotional safety 

This process changes the dog’s underlying emotional state, not just the outward behavior. 

Conditioned Emotional Responses (CERs) 

A CER is the dog’s automatic emotional reaction to a stimulus. CERs can be positive (happy 

anticipation), neutral, or negative (fear, avoidance). Training plans must identify existing CERs 

and intentionally build healthier ones. 

Examples: 

• Leash → excitement 

• Treat pouch → engagement 

• Vacuum → fear 

• Handler posture → safety or threat 

CERs guide how the dog interprets the world. 

Markers and Conditioned Reinforcers 

Markers (clickers, verbal markers) are created through classical conditioning. The marker 

predicts reinforcement, becoming a conditioned reinforcer. This allows precise communication: 

• Behavior happens 

• Marker “marks” the exact moment 

• Reinforcement follows 

This increases clarity and reduces confusion during operant training. 
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Preventing Negative Associations 

Dogs form associations even when humans are not intentionally training. Poor handling, 

unpredictable environments, or aversive tools can create long-lasting negative emotional 

responses. 

Prevention strategies include: 

• Gentle, predictable handling 

• Avoiding fear-based methods 

• Introducing new stimuli gradually 

• Ensuring every interaction builds trust 

Prevention is easier and more humane than repairing emotional damage. 

Why Classical Conditioning Is Essential in Shelters and Homes 

Shelters and homes are full of unpredictable stimuli. Dogs may arrive with trauma, limited 

socialization, or negative histories. Classical conditioning provides a humane framework for: 

• Reducing fear and anxiety 

• Building trust with new handlers 

• Preparing dogs for adoption 

• Supporting dogs with reactivity or sensitivity 

• Creating positive associations with routine care 

Emotional safety is the foundation of all progress. 

 

Counterconditioning & Desensitization (Subpage 3) 

Counterconditioning (CC) and Desensitization (DS) are the gold-standard methods for changing 

a dog’s emotional response to triggers. These techniques work by pairing safe exposure with 

positive outcomes, gradually replacing fear, anxiety, or reactivity with calm, confident behavior. 

CC/DS is not optional in humane training—it is the backbone of emotional rehabilitation. 

Why Emotional Change Must Come Before Behavioral Change 

Dogs cannot perform reliable behaviors when they are overwhelmed, fearful, or over threshold. 

Emotional state determines access to learning. CC/DS reduces emotional intensity so the dog can 

think, choose, and engage. Once the emotional layer is addressed, operant training becomes 

effective and sustainable. 
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Desensitization: Controlled, Gradual Exposure 

Desensitization reduces emotional reactivity by exposing the dog to a trigger at a level they can 

handle without fear or stress. The key is staying under threshold—the point where the dog can 

still eat, think, and respond. 

Core elements include: 

• Presenting the trigger at a low, safe intensity 

• Increasing difficulty slowly and systematically 

• Watching for stress signals and adjusting immediately 

• Ensuring the dog remains relaxed and engaged 

DS is used when the handler can control the trigger’s intensity, distance, or duration. 

Counterconditioning: Changing the Emotional Meaning 

Counterconditioning pairs the trigger with something the dog loves (food, play, praise) to create 

a new emotional association. Over time, the trigger predicts good things instead of fear or 

discomfort. 

Key principles: 

• Trigger appears → reinforcement immediately follows 

• Reinforcement must be high-value and consistent 

• Timing must be precise 

• The dog must remain under threshold 

CC is used when the trigger cannot be fully controlled or when emotional change is the primary 

goal. 

When to Use DS vs. CC 

Your backend decision tree already reflects this distinction: 

• Use Desensitization when you can control the trigger (distance, intensity, duration). 

• Use Counterconditioning when the trigger is unpredictable or cannot be controlled. 

• Use both together for most real-world cases (DS controls intensity; CC changes 

emotion). 

This ensures safety and effectiveness in shelters, homes, and public environments. 

Thresholds and Trigger Ladders 

Threshold management is the foundation of CC/DS. A dog must remain under threshold for 

emotional learning to occur. 
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Indicators the dog is under threshold: 

• Taking food 

• Soft body language 

• Able to disengage 

• Able to respond to simple cues 

Indicators the dog is over threshold: 

• Barking, lunging, freezing 

• Refusing food 

• Hypervigilance 

• Attempting to flee 

Trigger ladders help handlers visualize how intensity increases and where to adjust. 

CER Tracking: Measuring Emotional Progress 

Conditioned Emotional Responses (CERs) tell you whether CC/DS is working. Progress is 

measured by: 

• Faster recovery 

• Softer body language 

• Increased curiosity 

• Positive anticipation 

• Ability to stay under threshold at closer distances 

CER tracking replaces guesswork with observable data. 

Why CC/DS Is Essential in Shelters and Homes 

Shelters and homes expose dogs to unpredictable stimuli, limited control, and high emotional 

load. CC/DS provides a humane, structured method for: 

• Reducing fear and anxiety 

• Supporting dogs with trauma histories 

• Improving adoptability 

• Preventing behavior deterioration 

• Teaching staff and adopters safe, effective handling 

This aligns with the Foundation’s commitment to emotional safety and humane education. 

Antecedents & Environment (Subpage 4) 

Antecedents are the conditions, cues, and environmental factors that occur before a behavior. 

They set the stage for success or failure long before reinforcement or consequences come into 
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play. Managing antecedents is one of the most powerful and humane ways to influence behavior, 

reduce stress, and prevent unwanted patterns from developing. 

Behavior Is a Product of Conditions, Not Willpower 

Dogs do not behave in a vacuum. Their choices are shaped by distance, distractions, arousal, 

handler posture, equipment, and reinforcement history. When behavior breaks down, it is almost 

always because the antecedents were too difficult—not because the dog is “stubborn” or 

“disobedient.” Adjusting conditions is the first step in any training plan. 

The Four Antecedent Categories 

Your Antecedent Arrangement Engine organizes antecedents into four functional categories that 

guide setup and troubleshooting: 

• Environmental Antecedents — location, space, surfaces, noise, movement, weather, 

visual pressure. 

• Trigger Antecedents — distance, intensity, duration, predictability, novelty of stimuli. 

• Handler Antecedents — posture, leash tension, timing, clarity, reinforcement delivery, 

emotional tone. 

• Reinforcement Antecedents — availability, placement, value, rate, predictability. 

This structure ensures handlers can diagnose breakdowns without guessing. 

Environmental Management Prevents Rehearsal 

Unwanted behaviors repeat when the environment allows or encourages them. Environmental 

management prevents rehearsals by: 

• Increasing distance from triggers 

• Blocking visual access 

• Reducing competing motivators 

• Using equipment that supports clarity and safety 

• Creating predictable routines 

Management is not a failure—it is a humane strategy that protects learning. 

Success Gap: Keeping Dogs in the Learning Zone 

The success gap is the distance between what the dog can do and what the handler asks the dog 

to do. When the gap is too large, the dog fails. When the gap is appropriate, the dog succeeds and 

reinforcement builds reliability. 

Indicators the success gap is too large: 

• Loss of food interest 
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• Hypervigilance 

• Slowing or freezing 

• Increased errors 

• Frustration or avoidance 

Adjusting antecedents closes the gap and restores learning. 

Competing Motivators and Arousal Levels 

Dogs constantly weigh competing motivators: squirrels, scents, people, fear, excitement, or 

environmental pressure. High arousal reduces cognitive control and increases impulsive 

behavior. Adjusting antecedents helps regulate arousal so the dog can make better choices. 

Examples: 

• Increasing distance 

• Lowering intensity 

• Changing direction 

• Reducing environmental load 

• Using higher-value reinforcement 

Arousal is not “bad”—it is a variable to manage. 

Handler Behavior as an Antecedent 

Handlers often create unintended antecedents through: 

• Leash tension 

• Sudden movements 

• Inconsistent cues 

• Poor timing 

• Emotional tone 

• Reinforcement delivered too slowly 

Handler antecedents are adjusted through coaching, clarity, and predictable patterns. 

Reinforcement Placement Shapes Future Behavior 

Where reinforcement is delivered becomes an antecedent for the next repetition. Reinforcement 

placement can: 

• Pull the dog toward or away from stimuli 

• Increase or decrease arousal 

• Build orientation to the handler 

• Support loose leash walking 

• Create clean movement patterns 
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Reinforcement is not just a reward—it is a setup for the next behavior. 

Antecedents in Shelters and Homes 

Shelters and homes are full of unpredictable antecedents: noise, movement, confinement, 

novelty, and emotional load. Managing antecedents is essential for: 

• Reducing stress 

• Preventing behavior deterioration 

• Supporting fearful or reactive dogs 

• Creating predictable routines 

• Ensuring safe, humane handling across staff and volunteers 

Antecedent control is the foundation of emotional safety. 
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Welfare Standards 

The Role of Welfare in Humane Education 

Welfare is the foundation of every standard within the Camp Ruff Ruff Foundation. Dogs cannot 

learn, adapt, or thrive without emotional and physical safety. Welfare is not an optional 

consideration or an “add-on” to training—it is the prerequisite for all behavior change, all 

learning theory applications, and all human–dog interactions. These standards establish a 

consistent, science-aligned framework for supporting canine wellbeing across shelters, foster 

homes, veterinary settings, and family environments. 

Welfare is defined not only by the absence of harm, but by the presence of comfort, 

predictability, agency, and opportunities to express natural behaviors. This aligns with 

contemporary welfare models such as the Five Domains, which emphasize emotional experience 

as a core component of wellbeing. 

Why Welfare Standards Are Necessary 

Shelters and rescues operate under conditions that can easily compromise welfare: noise, 

confinement, unpredictable routines, limited resources, and high emotional load. Without clear 

welfare standards, dogs may experience chronic stress, fear, frustration, or learned 

helplessness—conditions that directly contribute to behavior deterioration and reduced 

adoptability. 

Welfare standards provide: 

• a consistent framework for humane handling 

• clear expectations for staff and volunteers 

• guidance for reducing stress and fear 

• strategies for improving daily quality of life 

• a foundation for ethical decision-making 

• a shared language for discussing welfare needs 

These standards protect dogs, support caregivers, and strengthen public trust. 

The Five Domains Model 

The Foundation’s welfare standards align with the Five Domains Model (Mellor, 2016), which 

evaluates welfare across: 

• Nutrition — access to appropriate food and water 

• Environment — comfort, safety, and predictability 

• Health — physical wellbeing and veterinary care 

• Behavior — opportunities for natural behaviors and agency 

• Mental State — emotional experience, including fear, comfort, and contentment 
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This model emphasizes that emotional state is the ultimate measure of welfare. All standards 

within this section aim to support positive emotional experiences and reduce negative ones. 

Welfare in Shelters and Foster Homes 

Shelters present unique welfare challenges due to noise, confinement, and unpredictable stimuli. 

Foster homes present different challenges, including variable experience levels and inconsistent 

routines. Welfare standards help both environments: 

• reduce fear and stress 

• prevent behavior decline 

• support emotional regulation 

• create predictable daily structures 

• provide enrichment and choice 

• improve adoptability 

• reduce length of stay 

Welfare is not a luxury—it is a requirement for humane care. 

Welfare and Behavior 

Welfare and behavior are inseparable. Stress, fear, and frustration directly influence: 

• reactivity 

• barking 

• pacing 

• shutdown 

• aggression 

• avoidance 

• inability to learn 

Improving welfare often reduces behavior problems without the need for formal training. This is 

why welfare standards precede and support all other behavior interventions. 

Structure of the Welfare Standards Section 

This section is divided into two subpages that address the core components of welfare in 

practical, actionable terms: 

• Fear & Stress Reduction — emotional safety, threshold management, predictable 

handling 

• Environmental Enrichment — mental stimulation, natural behaviors, agency, and daily 

quality of life 
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Together, these standards provide a comprehensive, humane framework that shelters, rescues, 

fosters, and families can implement immediately. 

Ethical and Professional Expectations 

All individuals operating under the Foundation’s standards are expected to: 

• prioritize emotional and physical safety 

• recognize and respond to stress signals 

• avoid aversive or confrontational handling 

• provide predictable routines and environments 

• support agency and choice whenever possible 

• prevent unnecessary exposure to fear triggers 

• advocate for the dog’s welfare in all decisions 

These expectations ensure that welfare is upheld consistently across all settings. 

References 
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Fear & Stress Reduction (Subpage 1) 

Fear and stress reduction is a primary welfare requirement. Dogs cannot learn, regulate, or make 

safe choices when operating in a fear, threat, or high-arousal state. Emotional safety must be 

established before any training, behavior modification, or handling procedure. This subpage 

defines the operational standards for identifying stress, reducing emotional load, and maintaining 

dogs under threshold across all environments. 

Stress Physiology Overrides Training 

Fear and stress activate the sympathetic nervous system. In this state: 

• cognitive processing decreases 

• reflexive and defensive behaviors increase 

• food interest may drop 

• thresholds shrink 

• reinforcement becomes less effective 

A dog in survival mode is not “non-compliant.” They are physiologically unable to perform. 

Handlers must adjust conditions rather than increase pressure. 
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Identifying Early Stress Signals 

Early stress signals allow intervention before escalation. These include: 

• lip licking, yawning, tongue flicks 

• head turns, gaze avoidance 

• paw lifts, weight shifts 

• scanning, hypervigilance 

• slowing, freezing, hesitation 

• displacement behaviors (sniffing, scratching, sudden environmental interest) 

These signals indicate the dog is approaching threshold and requires environmental adjustment. 

Threshold Management Prevents Escalation 

Thresholds represent the point where a dog shifts from coping to not coping. Working under 

threshold is required for: 

• counterconditioning 

• desensitization 

• engagement 

• safe handling 

• learning retention 

Indicators the dog is approaching or crossing threshold: 

• loss of food interest 

• increased latency 

• stiffening or freezing 

• sudden scanning 

• vocalization or reactivity 

• attempts to flee or avoid 

Handlers must reduce intensity immediately to restore emotional safety. 

Distance Is the Primary Safety Tool 

Distance is the most effective and humane way to reduce emotional load. Increasing distance: 

• lowers arousal 

• restores food interest 

• improves cognitive processing 

• reduces defensive behavior 

• increases handler influence 
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Distance adjustments are not optional — they are the first-line intervention in all fear- or 

stress-based scenarios. 

Predictability Reduces Stress Load 

Predictable routines reduce uncertainty and support emotional stability. Predictability includes: 

• consistent handling patterns 

• clear reinforcement delivery 

• stable daily routines 

• known exit routes 

• familiar equipment 

• consistent leash handling 

Unpredictability increases stress, reduces trust, and elevates arousal. 

Handler Behavior as a Stressor or Regulator 

Handler behavior is a major antecedent influencing stress. Stress-reducing handler behaviors 

include: 

• neutral posture 

• soft movements 

• consistent leash mechanics 

• clear reinforcement timing 

• calm emotional tone 

• avoiding looming or crowding 

Stress-increasing handler behaviors include: 

• sudden movements 

• leash tension 

• inconsistent cues 

• emotional escalation 

• direct frontal pressure 

• reaching over the dog 

Handlers must regulate themselves before attempting to regulate the dog. 

Avoiding Forced Exposure 

Forced exposure (flooding) occurs when a dog is placed too close to a fear trigger without the 

ability to escape. This causes: 

• shutdown 

• panic 
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• defensive aggression 

• learned helplessness 

• long-term behavior deterioration 

Forced exposure is prohibited under this standard. Dogs must always have the ability to retreat or 

increase distance. 

Reinforcement Does Not “Reward Fear” 

Food delivered during fear-based scenarios does not reinforce fear. It: 

• changes the emotional response 

• supports counterconditioning 

• restores cognitive processing 

• increases safety and trust 

Handlers may freely reinforce during fear, stress, or uncertainty without concern for “rewarding 

the wrong thing.” 

Recovery Time Is Required After Stress Events 

After a stress spike, dogs require decompression time before they can learn or engage. Recovery 

indicators include: 

• softer body language 

• resumed food interest 

• slower breathing 

• reduced scanning 

• ability to orient to handler 

Handlers must not resume training until recovery is complete. 

Not sure why things changed but its back 

Environmental Enrichment (Subpage 2) 

Environmental enrichment is a core welfare requirement that supports emotional stability, 

reduces stress, and promotes natural behaviors. Enrichment is not entertainment—it is a 

structured system that meets behavioral needs, prevents frustration, and improves overall 

wellbeing. In shelters, foster homes, and family environments, enrichment reduces behavior 

deterioration and supports adoptability by giving dogs safe outlets for exploration, agency, and 

problem-solving. 
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Enrichment as a Welfare Requirement 

Enrichment is essential for: 

• reducing chronic stress 

• preventing frustration and boredom 

• supporting emotional regulation 

• promoting natural behaviors 

• improving resilience and adaptability 

• reducing unwanted behaviors 

Dogs deprived of enrichment often show pacing, barking, reactivity, destructive behavior, or 

shutdown. These are welfare issues, not training failures. 

The Four Enrichment Domains 

Effective enrichment covers four functional domains that support the dog’s behavioral and 

emotional needs: 

• Cognitive Enrichment — problem-solving, scent work, food puzzles, training games. 

• Physical Enrichment — movement, exploration, varied surfaces, safe exercise. 

• Social Enrichment — appropriate human interaction, calm touch, predictable 

engagement. 

• Sensory Enrichment — novel scents, textures, sounds, and visual experiences delivered 

at safe intensities. 

Balanced enrichment prevents over-stimulation and supports recovery. 

Agency and Choice Reduce Stress 

Agency is the dog’s ability to make safe, meaningful choices. Choice reduces stress, increases 

confidence, and improves emotional resilience. 

Examples of agency in enrichment: 

• choosing between two toys 

• selecting a resting spot 

• opting in or out of an activity 

• exploring at their own pace 

• disengaging when overwhelmed 

Forced participation increases stress and undermines welfare. 

Scent Work as a Primary Enrichment Tool 

Scent work is one of the most effective forms of enrichment because it: 
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• lowers arousal 

• increases focus 

• supports natural foraging behavior 

• reduces stress hormones 

• builds confidence 

Simple scent-based activities (scatter feeding, snuffle mats, hide-and-seek treats) provide high 

value with minimal resources. 

Food-Based Enrichment Supports Natural Behaviors 

Food enrichment channels natural foraging and problem-solving behaviors. It also slows eating, 

increases engagement, and reduces frustration. 

Examples: 

• stuffed Kongs 

• lick mats 

• puzzle feeders 

• frozen food items 

• cardboard shreddables (safe, supervised) 

Food enrichment must match the dog’s skill level to prevent frustration. 

Social Enrichment Must Be Predictable 

Social enrichment is not simply “more interaction.” It must be: 

• calm 

• predictable 

• consent-based 

• non-overwhelming 

• appropriate for the dog’s emotional state 

Over-handling or unpredictable social pressure increases stress rather than reducing it. 

Physical Enrichment Without Over-Arousal 

Physical enrichment supports movement and exploration but must be managed to avoid 

excessive arousal. 

Examples: 

• decompression walks 

• controlled exploration 

• varied surfaces (grass, gravel, mats) 
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• safe climbing or stepping platforms 

• slow sniff walks 

High-arousal play (fetch, chase) should be used sparingly in stressed or reactive dogs. 

Sensory Enrichment Delivered at Safe Intensities 

Sensory enrichment introduces controlled novelty: 

• new scents 

• gentle auditory enrichment 

• visual exploration 

• tactile experiences 

Sensory enrichment must never push the dog over threshold. Novelty should be low-intensity 

and optional. 

Enrichment Scheduling Prevents Overload 

Enrichment must be structured, not constant. Too much stimulation can increase arousal and 

reduce recovery. 

A balanced schedule includes: 

• short, predictable sessions 

• calm activities after stimulating ones 

• recovery periods 

• rotation of enrichment types 

• matching activities to the dog’s emotional capacity 

Consistency is more important than intensity. 

Enrichment as Behavior Prevention 

Enrichment prevents unwanted behaviors by: 

• reducing excess energy 

• providing appropriate outlets 

• lowering stress 

• increasing engagement 

• reducing frustration 

• supporting emotional regulation 

Many behavior issues decrease simply by improving enrichment quality and consistency. 
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Safety and Resource Management 

Enrichment must always be safe and supervised. Handlers must consider: 

• choking hazards 

• resource guarding tendencies 

• appropriate difficulty level 

• durability of items 

• safe materials 

• individual dog preferences 

Safety is a non-negotiable component of enrichment. 

Handling & Low-Stress Procedures (Subpage 3) 

Low-stress handling is a welfare requirement that protects dogs from fear, pain, and unnecessary 

arousal during routine care. Handling procedures must prioritize emotional safety, predictability, 

and consent-based interaction. Dogs experiencing fear or uncertainty during handling are more 

likely to escalate, shut down, or develop long-term behavior issues. This subpage defines the 

operational standards for humane, low-stress handling across all environments. 

Handling Begins Before Touch 

Handling starts with: 

• approach 

• posture 

• movement 

• leash mechanics 

• environmental setup 

Dogs evaluate intent long before physical contact. A calm, predictable approach reduces fear and 

increases cooperation. Rushing, looming, or reaching over the dog increases stress and risk. 

Consent-Based Interaction 

Consent-based handling increases trust and reduces defensive behavior. Indicators of consent 

include: 

• voluntary approach 

• soft body language 

• leaning in 

• staying engaged 

• accepting touch without tension 
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Indicators of withdrawal include: 

• leaning away 

• freezing 

• lip licking 

• head turns 

• paw lifts 

• avoidance 

Handlers must pause or adjust when consent is withdrawn. 

Predictable Handling Patterns 

Predictability reduces stress and improves cooperation. Handling should follow consistent 

patterns: 

• approach from the side, not head-on 

• slow, deliberate movements 

• clear leash communication 

• consistent reinforcement timing 

• avoiding sudden pressure or restraint 

Predictability allows dogs to anticipate what will happen next, reducing fear. 

Minimizing Physical Restraint 

Physical restraint increases fear and defensive behavior. Low-stress handling prioritizes: 

• minimal restraint 

• supportive positioning 

• allowing movement when safe 

• using equipment that reduces pressure 

• avoiding forced immobilization 

Restraint is used only when necessary for safety and always paired with reinforcement. 

Leash Handling as Communication 

Leash mechanics influence stress levels. Low-stress leash handling includes: 

• slack leash whenever possible 

• avoiding upward or backward pressure 

• guiding rather than pulling 

• using lateral movement to redirect 

• maintaining consistent tension patterns 
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Leash tension is a stressor; clarity reduces conflict. 

Reducing Visual and Spatial Pressure 

Dogs are sensitive to: 

• direct eye contact 

• frontal body pressure 

• looming 

• cornering 

• blocked exits 

Handlers must reduce pressure by: 

• angling their body 

• softening gaze 

• stepping back 

• allowing space 

• providing escape routes 

Spatial freedom increases emotional safety. 

Handling Tools That Support Welfare 

Equipment must support clarity and safety, not control through force. Acceptable tools include: 

• flat collars 

• harnesses 

• long lines 

• slip leads used without correction 

• muzzles introduced with conditioning 

Prohibited tools include: 

• prong collars 

• choke chains 

• e-collars 

• leash pops or corrections 

Tools must never cause pain, fear, or startle responses. 

Reinforcement During Handling 

Reinforcement during handling: 

• reduces fear 
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• increases cooperation 

• builds positive associations 

• supports counterconditioning 

• improves long-term compliance 

Food does not “reward fear.” It changes emotional meaning. 

Handling in High-Stress Environments 

Shelters, vet clinics, and busy public spaces increase stress load. Low-stress handling in these 

environments requires: 

• increased distance 

• reduced duration 

• slower pacing 

• more reinforcement 

• shorter sessions 

• clear exit strategies 

Handlers must adjust expectations based on environmental pressure. 

Recovery After Handling 

After handling, dogs require decompression time. Recovery indicators include: 

• softer posture 

• resumed food interest 

• reduced scanning 

• slower breathing 

• voluntary engagement 

Handlers must allow recovery before additional procedures. 

Shelter & Kennel Environment Standards (Subpage 4) 

The shelter and kennel environment directly influences stress levels, behavior stability, and 

overall welfare. Environmental pressure—noise, confinement, unpredictability, and proximity to 

other dogs—can elevate arousal and reduce a dog’s ability to cope. This subpage defines the 

operational standards for creating safe, predictable, and humane kennel environments that 

support emotional regulation and reduce behavior deterioration. 

Kennel Environment as a Welfare Variable 

Kennels are inherently stressful due to: 
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• noise levels 

• confinement 

• unpredictable movement 

• limited control 

• proximity to other dogs 

• lack of escape routes 

These factors increase arousal and reduce coping capacity. Kennel management must prioritize 

predictability, comfort, and reduced sensory load. 

Noise Reduction and Sound Management 

Noise is one of the highest stressors in shelters. Elevated noise levels increase cortisol, reactivity, 

and pacing. 

Noise-reduction strategies include: 

• visual barriers to reduce barking triggers 

• soft-close doors 

• white noise or calming soundtracks at low volume 

• staggered movement of dogs 

• avoiding loud conversations in kennel rows 

• minimizing metal-on-metal contact 

Lower noise supports emotional stability and reduces reactivity. 

Visual Management and Barrier Use 

Visual pressure increases arousal and reactivity. Dogs benefit from controlled visual access. 

Effective visual management includes: 

• partial or full visual barriers 

• covered kennel fronts for reactive dogs 

• blocking sightlines to other dogs 

• reducing foot-traffic visibility 

• using curtains or panels during high-stress periods 

Visual control reduces barking, pacing, and threshold breaches. 

Predictable Daily Routines 

Predictability reduces stress and improves behavior stability. Kennel routines should be 

consistent in: 

• feeding times 
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• cleaning schedules 

• enrichment delivery 

• walk rotations 

• staff interactions 

• lights-on/lights-off timing 

Unpredictable routines increase anxiety and reduce trust. 

Safe Kennel Handling Procedures 

Kennel handling must prioritize safety and emotional regulation. 

Standards include: 

• approaching kennels calmly 

• avoiding direct frontal pressure 

• opening doors slowly 

• clipping leashes before exiting 

• allowing dogs to exit at their own pace 

• avoiding pulling or dragging 

• reinforcing calm behavior 

Rushed or forceful kennel exits increase fear and reactivity. 

Cleanliness and Scent Control 

Clean kennels reduce stress and support health. Scent control is equally important, as strong 

odors can overwhelm dogs. 

Standards include: 

• daily cleaning with dog-safe products 

• removing urine/feces promptly 

• avoiding harsh chemical smells 

• maintaining dry bedding 

• rotating scent-based enrichment 

• ensuring ventilation 

Clean, neutral environments support emotional comfort. 

Bedding, Comfort, and Rest 

Rest is a welfare requirement. Dogs need comfortable, safe resting areas. 

Standards include: 
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• soft bedding appropriate for the dog 

• elevated beds when possible 

• temperature-appropriate blankets 

• avoiding slippery surfaces 

• ensuring dogs can fully stretch out 

• providing quiet rest periods 

Lack of rest increases irritability, reactivity, and stress. 

Kennel Size and Movement Needs 

Kennels must allow dogs to: 

• stand fully 

• turn comfortably 

• lie stretched out 

• access water without obstruction 

Kennels that restrict movement increase frustration and stress. 

Movement needs must be met through: 

• decompression walks 

• controlled exploration 

• enrichment rotations 

• supervised yard time 

Movement is not optional—it is a welfare requirement. 

Reducing Social Pressure Between Kennels 

Proximity to other dogs can increase stress, especially for fearful or reactive dogs. 

Standards include: 

• spacing reactive dogs apart 

• using barriers between kennels 

• avoiding face-to-face kennel setups 

• rotating kennel assignments based on behavior 

• monitoring for fence-fighting or barrier frustration 

Reducing social pressure supports emotional stability. 

Monitoring Welfare Indicators in Kennels 

Staff must monitor for signs of declining welfare: 



Camp Ruff Ruff Foundation — Standards Library v1.0 

© Camp Ruff Ruff Foundation — All Rights Reserved Page number 

• pacing 

• excessive barking 

• shutdown or withdrawal 

• loss of appetite 

• increased reactivity 

• repetitive behaviors 

• self-soothing behaviors (licking, chewing) 

Early intervention prevents long-term behavior deterioration. 

Kennel Time Should Be Minimized 

Kennels are holding spaces, not living spaces. Dogs should spend as little time as possible 

confined. 

Reducing kennel time: 

• lowers stress 

• improves behavior 

• increases adoptability 

• supports emotional regulation 

Enrichment, walks, training, and social interaction reduce confinement pressure. 
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Ethical Training Standards 

Ethical training is a welfare-first, evidence-based framework that prioritizes emotional safety, 

voluntary participation, and humane handling. These standards define the boundaries of 

acceptable training practices across all environments—homes, shelters, foster care, veterinary 

settings, and public spaces. Ethical training protects dogs from fear, pain, intimidation, and 

coercion while supporting learning, confidence, and long-term behavior stability. 

Ethical training is not a method. It is a set of non-negotiable rules that govern how humans 

interact with dogs. These rules ensure that training remains humane, predictable, and aligned 

with current behavioral science. All training must be conducted under threshold, with clear 

reinforcement strategies, and with respect for the dog’s agency and emotional state. 

Ethical training rejects any practice that causes fear, pain, startle, or suppression of behavior 

through intimidation. Dogs must never be placed in situations where their welfare is 

compromised for the sake of compliance or speed of results. Training must always support the 

dog’s ability to learn, recover, and make safe choices. 

Ethical training requires: 

• voluntary participation 

• reinforcement-based methods 

• avoidance of aversive tools and techniques 

• respect for thresholds and emotional capacity 

• predictable handling and clear communication 

• adjustments to environment and criteria before asking more of the dog 

• prioritizing welfare over performance 

These standards apply to all handlers, regardless of experience level. 

Ethical Rule Set (Subpage 1) 

Ethical training is governed by a set of non-negotiable rules that protect welfare, preserve 

agency, and ensure that all learning occurs under humane, predictable conditions. These rules 

apply across all environments—homes, shelters, foster care, veterinary settings, and public 

spaces—and form the operational backbone of humane education. Each rule defines a boundary 

that handlers must not cross and establishes the minimum standard of care required for ethical 

practice. 

Ethical rules are not suggestions or preferences. They are mandatory conditions that prevent 

harm, reduce stress, and support long-term behavior stability. When these rules are followed, 

training remains safe, effective, and aligned with current behavioral science. When they are 

violated, welfare is compromised and learning deteriorates. 
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Rule 1: Welfare Overrides Compliance 

A dog’s emotional and physical welfare must always take priority over training goals, timelines, 

or human expectations. If a dog is fearful, stressed, over threshold, or unable to process 

reinforcement, training must pause and conditions must be adjusted. Compliance achieved 

through fear, intimidation, or suppression is unethical and unsafe. 

Key applications include: 

• stopping sessions when stress indicators appear 

• reducing intensity rather than increasing pressure 

• prioritizing recovery over performance 

• avoiding any technique that causes fear, pain, or startle 

Welfare is the foundation of ethical practice. 

Rule 2: Voluntary Participation Is Required 

Dogs must have the ability to opt in and opt out of training interactions. Voluntary participation 

increases trust, reduces defensive behavior, and improves learning outcomes. Forced 

participation—physical, emotional, or environmental—violates ethical standards. 

Indicators of voluntary participation: 

• approaching the handler 

• staying engaged without restraint 

• accepting reinforcement 

• offering behaviors willingly 

Indicators of withdrawal: 

• avoidance 

• freezing 

• leaning away 

• loss of food interest 

Handlers must adjust when consent is withdrawn. 

Rule 3: Reinforcement-Based Methods Only 

Ethical training relies exclusively on reinforcement-based strategies. Punishment, intimidation, 

startle, and aversive tools are prohibited. Reinforcement increases desired behaviors without 

compromising welfare or trust. 

Acceptable strategies include: 
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• food reinforcement 

• play and social reinforcement 

• shaping and capturing 

• environmental reinforcement 

• management to prevent rehearsal 

Unacceptable strategies include: 

• leash corrections 

• prong or choke collars 

• e-collars 

• physical intimidation 

• startle techniques 

Reinforcement is the ethical and scientifically supported foundation of behavior change. 

Rule 4: Thresholds Must Be Respected 

Training must occur under threshold, where the dog can think, process reinforcement, and make 

safe choices. Working over threshold leads to fear, reactivity, shutdown, or defensive behavior. 

Handlers must monitor: 

• food interest 

• body language 

• latency 

• scanning or hypervigilance 

• freezing or avoidance 

When threshold is breached, the handler must reduce intensity immediately. 

Rule 5: Environment Must Be Adjusted Before Behavior 

When behavior breaks down, the first step is to adjust antecedents—not to increase pressure on 

the dog. Dogs do not fail in a vacuum; they respond to distance, distractions, arousal, handler 

behavior, and reinforcement history. 

Ethical practice requires: 

• increasing distance 

• reducing distractions 

• lowering intensity 

• adjusting criteria 

• improving reinforcement delivery 

Environment comes before expectation. 
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Rule 6: Clarity and Predictability Are Mandatory 

Dogs require clear, consistent communication to feel safe and to learn effectively. Predictability 

reduces stress and prevents confusion. 

Handlers must provide: 

• consistent cues 

• stable reinforcement patterns 

• predictable handling 

• clear leash mechanics 

• structured routines 

Inconsistent communication is an ethical failure that increases stress. 

Rule 7: No Suppression of Communication 

Growling, barking, avoidance, and other stress signals are communication—not disobedience. 

Suppressing these signals through punishment is unethical and dangerous. Ethical training 

addresses the underlying emotion, not the outward expression. 

Handlers must: 

• respect communication 

• adjust conditions 

• reduce pressure 

• support recovery 

Silencing communication increases risk and damages trust. 

Rule 8: Recovery Time Is Required 

After stress spikes, dogs need time to decompress before they can learn again. Ethical training 

includes built-in recovery periods to restore emotional stability. 

Recovery indicators: 

• softer posture 

• resumed food interest 

• reduced scanning 

• slower breathing 

Training resumes only when the dog is ready. 
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Rule 9: Professional Transparency 

Ethical trainers must be transparent about methods, limitations, and expectations. They must not 

promise quick fixes, guarantee outcomes, or hide the use of aversive techniques. 

Transparency includes: 

• explaining methods clearly 

• setting realistic expectations 

• documenting progress 

• communicating welfare concerns 

Honesty protects both dogs and handlers. 

Rule 10: Ethical Responsibility Is Universal 

These rules apply to all handlers—professionals, volunteers, fosters, and owners. Ethical 

responsibility does not depend on experience level or environment. Every interaction with a dog 

is governed by these standards. 

Ethical training is a universal obligation, not a professional option. 

Prohibited Practices (Subpage 2) 

Prohibited practices are techniques, tools, and handling methods that cause fear, pain, 

intimidation, or suppression of behavior. These practices violate welfare standards, undermine 

trust, and create long-term behavior fallout. This subpage defines the boundaries of what is not 

allowed in ethical training and handling. These prohibitions apply universally—across homes, 

shelters, foster care, veterinary settings, and public environments. 

Prohibited practices are not “advanced tools,” “last-resort options,” or “specialized methods.” 

They are harmful interventions that compromise welfare and are incompatible with humane, 

evidence-based training. 

Aversive Tools That Cause Pain or Startle 

Tools designed to cause discomfort, pain, or startle responses are prohibited. These tools 

suppress behavior through fear rather than teaching alternative skills. 

Prohibited equipment includes: 

• prong collars 

• choke chains 

• slip leads used as correction devices 

• electronic collars (shock, stim, vibration, or tone used as punishment) 
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• spray collars (citronella, compressed air) 

• leash pops or physical corrections 

These tools increase fear, reactivity, and defensive aggression and violate welfare standards. 

Physical Intimidation or Coercion 

Any technique that uses physical force, looming, or body pressure to control behavior is 

prohibited. These methods create fear and damage trust. 

Prohibited actions include: 

• pushing, dragging, or yanking 

• pinning or forced restraint 

• alpha rolls or dominance-based maneuvers 

• looming over the dog to intimidate 

• grabbing collars or scruffing 

• forcing dogs into positions (sit, down, heel) 

Physical coercion increases stress and risk of defensive behavior. 

Startle-Based Techniques 

Startle methods interrupt behavior through fear, not learning. They create unpredictable 

environments and increase anxiety. 

Prohibited startle techniques include: 

• loud noises (clapping, yelling, banging objects) 

• throwing chains or objects 

• shaker cans 

• spray bottles 

• sudden leash jerks 

• startling with movement or sound 

Startle interrupts behavior temporarily but increases long-term stress. 

Flooding and Forced Exposure 

Flooding forces a dog to remain near a fear trigger without escape. This is a severe welfare 

violation that causes panic, shutdown, or learned helplessness. 

Prohibited scenarios include: 

• holding a dog near a trigger “until they get used to it” 

• forcing social interactions 
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• trapping dogs in small spaces with triggers 

• restraining dogs during fear events 

• prolonged exposure without escape routes 

Flooding damages emotional stability and increases future reactivity. 

Suppression of Communication 

Punishing growling, barking, avoidance, or other stress signals is prohibited. These behaviors are 

communication, not disobedience. 

Prohibited responses include: 

• correcting growls 

• punishing barking rooted in fear 

• forcing dogs to “face” triggers 

• ignoring avoidance or freezing 

• shutting down communication through intimidation 

Suppressing communication increases risk and masks underlying distress. 

Training Over Threshold 

Working a dog in a state of fear, panic, or high arousal is prohibited. Over-threshold training 

leads to reactivity, shutdown, or defensive aggression. 

Prohibited practices include: 

• continuing sessions when food interest disappears 

• pushing dogs toward triggers 

• increasing pressure when the dog is struggling 

• ignoring early stress signals 

• prioritizing compliance over emotional safety 

Threshold violations are a core welfare breach. 

Punishment for Fear-Based Behaviors 

Fear-based behaviors must never be punished. Punishment increases fear and reduces trust. 

Prohibited responses include: 

• scolding or yelling 

• leash corrections for reactivity 

• “correcting” barking, lunging, or cowering 

• forcing eye contact 
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• punishing avoidance or hiding 

Fear requires environmental adjustment, not consequences. 

Withholding Basic Needs as a Training Strategy 

Dogs must never be deprived of essential needs to increase motivation. 

Prohibited deprivation includes: 

• withholding food beyond safe training windows 

• restricting water 

• limiting rest or sleep 

• isolating dogs as punishment 

• removing enrichment to “increase drive” 

Ethical training relies on reinforcement, not deprivation. 

Unpredictable or Inconsistent Handling 

Unpredictability increases stress and undermines learning. Handlers must not use chaotic, 

inconsistent, or emotionally volatile interactions. 

Prohibited behaviors include: 

• sudden changes in rules 

• inconsistent cues 

• emotional outbursts 

• unpredictable leash handling 

• switching between reinforcement and punishment 

Predictability is a welfare requirement. 

Forcing Social Interactions 

Dogs must never be forced into interactions with people or other dogs. Forced socialization 

increases fear and can trigger defensive behavior. 

Prohibited scenarios include: 

• pushing dogs toward strangers 

• forcing greetings 

• trapping dogs in crowded spaces 

• allowing off-leash dogs to rush fearful dogs 

• restraining dogs during unwanted contact 
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Social pressure must always be controlled and optional. 

Using Pain, Fear, or Startle as “Motivation” 

Any method that relies on discomfort, fear, or intimidation to increase compliance is prohibited. 

These approaches damage welfare and create long-term behavior fallout. 

Examples include: 

• “motivating” with leash pressure 

• “correcting” to stop unwanted behavior 

• using fear to suppress reactivity 

• startling to interrupt behavior 

Ethical training builds behavior through reinforcement, not fear. 

Reinforcement-Based Training Standards (Subpage 3) 

Reinforcement-based training is the operational core of ethical, humane behavior change. These 

standards define how reinforcement is selected, delivered, timed, and integrated into training 

sessions to support emotional safety, clarity, and long-term reliability. Reinforcement is not a 

reward for obedience—it is the mechanism through which dogs learn, build confidence, and 

form predictable behavior patterns. All training within this system must follow these 

reinforcement rules. 

Reinforcement-based training requires handlers to work under threshold, maintain clean 

mechanics, and adjust criteria before increasing expectations. Reinforcement must always 

support the dog’s emotional state, not override it. 

Reinforcement Must Support Emotional Safety 

Reinforcement is only effective when the dog is emotionally regulated. A dysregulated dog 

cannot process food, cues, or patterns. Reinforcement must be delivered in a way that maintains 

or restores emotional safety. 

Standards include: 

• reinforcing calm engagement 

• avoiding reinforcement during panic or shutdown 

• adjusting environment when food interest drops 

• using reinforcement to reduce stress, not mask it 

Emotional readiness determines reinforcement effectiveness. 
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Reinforcement Must Be Timely and Precise 

Timing determines what behavior is strengthened. Reinforcement must occur immediately after 

the desired behavior to create clear associations. 

Standards include: 

• delivering reinforcement within 1–2 seconds 

• marking behavior cleanly when markers are used 

• avoiding delays that create confusion 

• reinforcing the exact behavior, not the aftermath 

Precision builds predictable learning patterns. 

Reinforcement Placement Shapes Behavior 

Where reinforcement is delivered influences the dog’s next movement. Placement must support 

the behavior being trained. 

Examples: 

• feeding low for calm, stationary behaviors 

• feeding toward the handler for engagement 

• feeding away from triggers to reduce pressure 

• feeding in position to maintain duration 

Reinforcement placement is a shaping tool, not an afterthought. 

Reinforcement Rate Must Match Difficulty 

The rate of reinforcement must reflect the dog’s emotional state and the complexity of the task. 

Low rates lead to frustration, errors, and disengagement. 

Standards include: 

• high rate for new or difficult behaviors 

• moderate rate for known behaviors in easy environments 

• variable rate only after strong fluency 

• increasing rate when arousal rises or focus drops 

Rate is a welfare variable, not a performance metric. 

Reinforcement Value Must Match the Environment 

Reinforcement must be meaningful relative to distractions, arousal, and competing motivators. 
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Examples: 

• kibble for low-distraction environments 

• soft treats for moderate environments 

• high-value food for outdoor or stressful environments 

• environmental reinforcement (sniffing, distance) when food is inaccessible 

Value must be adjusted before asking for more behavior. 

Reinforcement Must Be Delivered With Clean Mechanics 

Handler mechanics influence stress, clarity, and learning. Reinforcement must be delivered 

calmly and predictably. 

Clean mechanics include: 

• neutral posture 

• slow, deliberate movements 

• consistent hand position 

• avoiding looming or reaching over the dog 

• delivering food without tension or pressure 

Poor mechanics create confusion and increase arousal. 

Reinforcement Must Not Compete With Fear 

Fear overrides food. When a dog cannot take reinforcement, the environment is too difficult. 

Standards include: 

• reducing distance 

• lowering intensity 

• changing direction 

• pausing training 

• supporting recovery before continuing 

Reinforcement cannot “fix” fear; only environmental adjustment can. 

Reinforcement Must Be Functional, Not Forced 

Reinforcement must meet the dog’s needs in the moment. If food is inaccessible due to stress, 

alternative reinforcers must be used. 

Functional reinforcers include: 

• sniffing 
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• distance 

• movement 

• access to preferred environments 

• calm social interaction 

Reinforcement must feel natural to the dog. 

Reinforcement Builds Behavior, Not Compliance 

Reinforcement strengthens choices, not obedience. Ethical training uses reinforcement to: 

• build confidence 

• increase voluntary engagement 

• support emotional regulation 

• create predictable behavior patterns 

• strengthen trust between dog and handler 

Compliance without emotional safety is not ethical training. 

Reinforcement History Determines Reliability 

Behavior is maintained by reinforcement history, not by cues or expectations. Dogs repeat what 

has been consistently reinforced. 

Standards include: 

• reinforcing desired behaviors frequently 

• maintaining reinforcement even after fluency 

• avoiding extinction through neglect 

• reinforcing calm behavior throughout daily routines 

Reinforcement history is the foundation of reliability. 

Reinforcement Must Not Be Withheld as Punishment 

Withholding reinforcement to “teach a lesson” is unethical and ineffective. Reinforcement is a 

teaching tool, not a bargaining chip. 

Prohibited practices include: 

• ignoring dogs to punish fear 

• withholding food to increase “drive” 

• removing enrichment as a consequence 

• delaying reinforcement to create frustration 

Reinforcement must always support learning and welfare. 
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Criteria & Shaping Standards (Subpage 4) 

Criteria and shaping standards define how behavior is built, strengthened, and maintained 

through clear, incremental steps. These standards ensure that training remains predictable, 

humane, and achievable for the dog. Criteria determine what the dog must do to earn 

reinforcement; shaping determines how the dog gets there. Together, they form the backbone of 

ethical, reinforcement-based training. 

Criteria must always be observable, measurable, and repeatable. Shaping must always respect 

thresholds, emotional state, and the dog’s individual learning pace. These standards prevent 

handlers from asking for too much, too fast, and protect dogs from confusion, frustration, and 

failure. 

Criteria Must Be Observable and Measurable 

Criteria must describe behaviors that can be seen and evaluated consistently. Vague or subjective 

criteria create confusion and inconsistent reinforcement. 

Clear criteria include: 

• “Dog holds a sit for 2 seconds.” 

• “Dog orients to handler within 1 second.” 

• “Dog walks with slack leash for 3 steps.” 

Unclear criteria include: 

• “Be calmer.” 

• “Pay attention.” 

• “Walk nicely.” 

Observable criteria protect clarity and prevent handler drift. 

Criteria Must Advance in Small, Predictable Steps 

Shaping requires breaking behaviors into achievable increments. Large jumps in difficulty cause 

errors, frustration, and threshold breaches. 

Standards include: 

• increasing duration by 1–2 seconds at a time 

• reducing distance in small increments 

• adding one distraction at a time 

• adjusting only one variable per step 

Small steps build confidence and fluency. 
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Only One Variable Changes at a Time 

Changing multiple variables simultaneously overwhelms the dog and makes troubleshooting 

impossible. 

Variables include: 

• distance 

• duration 

• distraction 

• handler movement 

• reinforcement rate 

• environment 

If duration increases, distraction must stay low. If distraction increases, distance must increase. 

Single-variable changes maintain clarity. 

Criteria Must Match the Dog’s Emotional State 

Criteria must be adjusted based on arousal, stress, and environmental pressure. Emotional state 

determines learning capacity. 

Indicators criteria are too high: 

• loss of food interest 

• scanning or hypervigilance 

• slowing or freezing 

• increased latency 

• errors or avoidance 

Criteria must drop immediately when emotional load increases. 

Three Successes Required Before Advancing 

A dog must meet criteria three times in a row before criteria increase. This ensures the behavior 

is stable, not accidental. 

Three successes indicate: 

• understanding 

• emotional readiness 

• consistent performance 

• reliable reinforcement history 

Advancing too early creates fragile behavior. 
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Two Failures Require Lowering Criteria 

Two consecutive failures indicate the criteria are too difficult. The handler must lower criteria 

immediately. 

Failure is not disobedience—it is information. 

Lowering criteria: 

• restores confidence 

• reduces frustration 

• prevents threshold breaches 

• protects emotional safety 

Criteria adjustments are strategic, not setbacks. 

Shaping Must Prioritize Engagement Over Precision 

Early shaping focuses on engagement, not perfect form. Precision is added only after the dog 

understands the behavior and remains emotionally regulated. 

Standards include: 

• reinforcing approximations 

• avoiding over-correction 

• maintaining high reinforcement rates 

• building fluency before adding difficulty 

Engagement is the foundation of reliable behavior. 

Reinforcement Must Match Criteria Difficulty 

As criteria increase, reinforcement must remain meaningful and supportive. 

Standards include: 

• high-value reinforcement for difficult steps 

• moderate reinforcement for known behaviors 

• variable reinforcement only after fluency 

• increasing reinforcement when arousal rises 

Reinforcement must support the dog’s effort. 
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Shaping Must Avoid Frustration and Extinction 

Frustration leads to errors, disengagement, and emotional escalation. Ethical shaping prevents 

frustration by: 

• maintaining achievable steps 

• reinforcing frequently 

• adjusting criteria quickly 

• avoiding long gaps between reinforcement 

Extinction bursts are avoided through proactive reinforcement, not ignored behavior. 

Handler Mechanics Must Support Shaping 

Shaping requires clean, predictable handler behavior. 

Standards include: 

• consistent marker timing 

• calm reinforcement delivery 

• neutral posture 

• avoiding looming or pressure 

• clear hand signals and cues 

Handler clarity reduces errors and supports learning. 

Shaping Must Respect Individual Learning Pace 

Dogs learn at different speeds based on history, temperament, and environment. Ethical shaping 

adapts to the dog, not the other way around. 

Standards include: 

• slowing down when needed 

• repeating steps without pressure 

• celebrating small wins 

• avoiding comparisons between dogs 

Learning pace is a welfare variable. 

Criteria Must Be Logged to Prevent Drift 

Documentation ensures consistency across handlers and prevents accidental jumps in difficulty. 

Logs include: 
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• current criteria 

• reinforcement rate 

• environmental conditions 

• success/failure patterns 

• next planned step 

Logging protects clarity and supports team-based training. 

H2 — Training Session Structure Standards (Subpage 5) 

Training Session Structure Standards (Subpage 5) 

Training sessions must follow a predictable, humane, and welfare-aligned structure that supports 

emotional regulation, clarity, and successful learning. A structured session protects dogs from 

overwhelm, prevents handler drift, and ensures that all training remains under threshold. These 

standards define how sessions begin, progress, and end across all environments—homes, 

shelters, foster care, and public spaces. 

A training session is not a block of time; it is a sequence of regulated phases. Each phase has a 

specific purpose and must be completed before moving to the next. Handlers must adjust pacing 

based on the dog’s emotional state, not on predetermined timelines. 

Sessions Begin With an Emotional Check-In 

Before training begins, handlers must assess the dog’s emotional state. Training cannot proceed 

if the dog is fearful, over-aroused, shut down, or unable to take food. 

Emotional check-in indicators include: 

• food interest 

• body language 

• latency to orient 

• scanning or hypervigilance 

• ability to engage voluntarily 

If the dog is not ready, handlers must adjust the environment or postpone training. 

Antecedent Setup Determines Success 

The environment must be arranged before asking for behavior. Antecedent setup reduces errors, 

prevents frustration, and supports clarity. 

Standards include: 

• selecting appropriate distance from triggers 

• minimizing distractions 
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• choosing safe surfaces 

• preparing reinforcement 

• ensuring leash mechanics are consistent 

• positioning the handler to reduce pressure 

Setup comes before cues or expectations. 

Sessions Start With Easy, Known Behaviors 

Training must begin with behaviors the dog already knows well. Early success builds 

confidence, engagement, and reinforcement momentum. 

Examples: 

• hand target 

• name recognition 

• simple orientation 

• pattern games 

• stationary behaviors 

Starting with difficulty increases stress and reduces cooperation. 

The Core Training Block Follows a Clear Pattern 

The core of the session must follow a predictable sequence: 

• present clear criteria 

• mark or reinforce promptly 

• adjust environment as needed 

• maintain appropriate reinforcement rate 

• avoid rapid jumps in difficulty 

Handlers must monitor emotional state continuously and adjust criteria accordingly. 

Regulation Breaks Are Required 

Breaks prevent overload and support emotional stability. They are not optional. 

Appropriate regulation breaks include: 

• sniffing 

• decompression movement 

• pattern games 

• distance increases 

• orientation resets 
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Breaks must occur before the dog becomes overwhelmed, not after. 

Progression Must Be Slow and Criteria-Driven 

Criteria may only increase when the dog demonstrates consistent success. Progression must 

follow shaping standards: 

• three successes before advancing 

• two failures require lowering criteria 

• only one variable changes at a time 

• reinforcement rate must match difficulty 

Progression is based on the dog’s performance, not the handler’s plan. 

Sessions Must End With a Cool-Down 

Cool-downs help the dog transition from training to rest. Ending abruptly can leave the dog in a 

heightened state. 

Cool-down activities include: 

• slow sniff walk 

• calm engagement 

• simple known behaviors 

• gentle decompression movement 

Cool-downs support emotional recovery and long-term stability. 

Session Debrief Identifies Next Steps 

Handlers must evaluate the session to determine what worked, what needs adjustment, and what 

the next criteria step should be. 

Debrief includes: 

• noting successes 

• identifying stress indicators 

• documenting criteria 

• planning the next session 

• adjusting environment or reinforcement strategy 

Debriefing prevents drift and ensures consistent progress. 
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Sessions Must Be Short and Dog-Led 

Training sessions must end before the dog becomes fatigued, frustrated, or over-aroused. Short, 

successful sessions build stronger learning than long, demanding ones. 

Standards include: 

• stopping while engagement is high 

• avoiding repetition after success 

• ending early if emotional load increases 

• prioritizing quality over duration 

The dog’s emotional state determines session length. 

Sessions Must Protect Welfare Above All Else 

Training must pause immediately if: 

• food interest drops 

• stress signals increase 

• the dog disengages 

• threshold is breached 

• frustration appears 

• the environment becomes overwhelming 

Welfare overrides training goals at every stage. 

Marker Training Standards (Subpage 6) 

Marker training is a core communication system that provides clarity, precision, and 

predictability in reinforcement-based training. Markers identify the exact moment a dog 

performs the desired behavior, bridging the gap between action and reinforcement. These 

standards define how markers must be introduced, delivered, and maintained to ensure 

consistency across all handlers and environments. 

Markers are not cues, not praise, and not reinforcers by themselves. They are information 

signals that tell the dog what they just did correctly and what will happen next. Ethical marker 

use requires clean timing, consistent meaning, and strict adherence to reinforcement rules. 

Markers Must Have One Clear Meaning 

Each marker must communicate a single, consistent message. Multiple meanings create 

confusion and weaken learning. 

Standard marker roles: 
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• Success Marker (“Yes”) — ends the behavior and predicts immediate reinforcement. 

• Duration Marker (“Good”) — tells the dog to continue the current behavior. 

• Release Marker (“Free”) — ends the behavior without reinforcement requirements. 

Markers must never overlap in meaning or be used interchangeably. 

Marker Timing Must Be Precise 

The marker must occur at the exact moment the desired behavior happens. Timing defines what 

the dog learns. 

Standards include: 

• marking within 0.5–1 second of the behavior 

• avoiding late markers that reinforce the wrong action 

• avoiding early markers that create behavior drift 

• practicing timing drills before real sessions 

Timing errors create unclear behavior chains. 

Markers Must Always Be Followed by Reinforcement 

A marker is a promise. Once delivered, reinforcement must follow immediately and consistently. 

Standards include: 

• delivering reinforcement within 1–2 seconds 

• never withholding reinforcement after a marker 

• avoiding delays that weaken the marker-reinforcer relationship 

Breaking the marker promise reduces trust and clarity. 

Markers Must Be Conditioned Before Use 

Dogs must learn the meaning of each marker through classical conditioning before they are used 

in training. 

Conditioning steps: 

• say the marker 

• deliver reinforcement immediately 

• repeat until the dog anticipates reinforcement upon hearing the marker 

Unconditioned markers create confusion and slow learning. 
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Markers Must Be Delivered in a Neutral, Consistent Tone 

Tone affects clarity. Emotional or inconsistent delivery changes the meaning of the marker. 

Standards include: 

• using the same tone every time 

• avoiding excitement or frustration in marker delivery 

• keeping markers short, crisp, and neutral 

Tone consistency supports predictable communication. 

Duration Markers Must Maintain Behavior 

The duration marker (“Good”) tells the dog to continue the current behavior. It must never 

release the dog or predict immediate reinforcement. 

Standards include: 

• using “Good” only during sustained behaviors 

• reinforcing intermittently while maintaining duration 

• avoiding rapid-fire duration markers that increase arousal 

• ending duration with either a success marker or a release marker 

Duration markers build stability and impulse control. 

Release Markers Must End the Behavior Cleanly 

The release marker (“Free”) ends the behavior and allows the dog to disengage. It must not 

predict reinforcement unless intentionally paired. 

Standards include: 

• using “Free” only to end behaviors 

• avoiding accidental releases through body language 

• ensuring the dog fully understands the release cue 

• not pairing “Free” with immediate reinforcement unless planned 

Release markers prevent confusion and support clear behavior boundaries. 

Markers Must Not Be Used to Interrupt Behavior 

Markers are not management tools. They must never be used to stop unwanted behavior. 

Prohibited uses: 
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• marking to stop barking 

• marking to interrupt reactivity 

• marking to redirect fear-based behavior 

• marking to override stress signals 

Markers clarify success, not control behavior. 

Marker Use Must Match the Dog’s Arousal Level 

High-arousal dogs may escalate with rapid or excited marker use. Marker delivery must support 

emotional regulation. 

Standards include: 

• slower pacing for high-arousal dogs 

• calm tone during duration markers 

• avoiding rapid-fire success markers 

• increasing distance or lowering criteria when arousal rises 

Marker pacing is a welfare variable. 

Reinforcement Placement Must Match the Marker’s Purpose 

Where reinforcement is delivered after a marker shapes the dog’s next movement. 

Examples: 

• feeding in position after duration markers 

• feeding toward the handler after success markers 

• feeding away from triggers to reduce pressure 

• feeding low to support calm behavior 

Placement must be intentional and consistent. 

Handlers Must Practice Marker Mechanics Before Real Sessions 

Marker training requires mechanical skill. Handlers must practice without the dog to avoid 

timing errors. 

Practice drills include: 

• hand-free marker timing 

• treat delivery drills 

• marker-to-reinforcement speed drills 

• shaping simulations 
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Mechanical fluency protects clarity and prevents drift. 

Marker Systems Must Be Consistent Across All Handlers 

All handlers working with the same dog must use the same marker words, meanings, and timing 

rules. 

Standards include: 

• shared marker vocabulary 

• consistent tone and delivery 

• unified reinforcement rules 

• documented marker definitions in training plans 

Consistency prevents confusion and accelerates learning. 

Leash Handling Standards (Subpage 7) 

Leash handling is a core welfare and communication skill that directly affects a dog’s emotional 

state, arousal level, and ability to learn. Ethical leash handling prioritizes clarity, predictability, 

and low pressure. The leash is not a control device—it is an information channel. These 

standards define how handlers must hold, move, and use the leash across all environments to 

support emotional safety and reduce conflict. 

Leash handling must never create fear, pain, or startle. All leash movement must be intentional, 

slow, and supportive of the dog’s ability to make safe choices. The leash must communicate 

stability, not correction. 

The Leash Must Remain Slack Whenever Possible 

A slack leash is the foundation of humane leash handling. Tension increases arousal, reduces 

cognitive processing, and can trigger defensive behavior. 

Standards include: 

• maintaining visible slack during movement 

• avoiding upward, backward, or sudden pressure 

• adjusting position rather than tightening the leash 

• using body movement to guide instead of pulling 

Slack is a welfare requirement, not a training preference. 
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Leash Pressure Must Never Be Used as a Correction 

Leash pops, tightening, or directional yanks are prohibited. These actions cause pain, startle, and 

confusion. 

Prohibited uses: 

• leash corrections for pulling 

• tightening the leash to “get attention” 

• popping the leash to stop reactivity 

• dragging or forcing movement 

Leash pressure must never function as punishment. 

The Leash Is an Information Channel, Not a Steering Tool 

The leash communicates safety and predictability. It must not be used to physically manipulate 

the dog. 

Standards include: 

• guiding with body position, not pulling 

• using lateral movement to redirect 

• stepping back to create space 

• avoiding leash-driven positioning 

Information replaces force. 

Handler Posture and Movement Must Reduce Pressure 

Dogs respond to human posture more than leash mechanics. Handlers must move in ways that 

reduce spatial pressure. 

Standards include: 

• angling the body rather than facing head-on 

• stepping back to relieve tension 

• avoiding looming or leaning 

• using slow, predictable movement 

Posture is part of leash communication. 

Reinforcement Placement Must Support Leash Clarity 

Where reinforcement is delivered shapes the dog’s movement and relationship to the leash. 
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Examples: 

• feeding low and close to the handler for calm walking 

• feeding behind the dog to slow forward momentum 

• feeding toward the handler to build engagement 

• feeding away from triggers to reduce pressure 

Reinforcement placement is a leash-handling tool. 

The Handler’s Hands Must Stay Low and Neutral 

High hands create upward pressure and increase arousal. Neutral hand position supports calm 

movement. 

Standards include: 

• holding the leash at waist level or lower 

• avoiding raised elbows or tight grips 

• keeping hands relaxed and still 

• shortening the leash only through hand-over-hand, not wrapping 

Neutral hands create neutral communication. 

Leash Length Must Match the Environment 

Leash length affects freedom, pressure, and safety. Handlers must choose length based on 

context. 

Standards include: 

• longer leashes for decompression and exploration 

• shorter leashes for crowded or high-pressure environments 

• avoiding tight, fixed lengths that restrict movement 

• adjusting length smoothly, not abruptly 

Length must support welfare, not control. 

Leash Handling Must Support Threshold Management 

The leash must help maintain safe distance from triggers, not force proximity. 

Standards include: 

• increasing distance early 

• using lateral movement to create space 

• avoiding direct approaches 
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• preventing accidental pressure toward triggers 

Distance is the primary safety tool. 

The Leash Must Not Transmit Handler Emotion 

Dogs feel tension through the leash. Emotional handling increases stress and reactivity. 

Prohibited behaviors: 

• tightening the leash when anxious 

• jerking during startle 

• gripping harder during frustration 

• rushing movement when stressed 

Handlers must regulate themselves before regulating the dog. 

Leash Handling Must Support Recovery 

After stress spikes, the leash must help the dog decompress. 

Recovery support includes: 

• slowing movement 

• increasing distance 

• offering sniffing opportunities 

• maintaining slack 

• reinforcing calm orientation 

Recovery is part of ethical leash handling. 

Equipment Must Support Welfare 

Only humane equipment may be used with these leash standards. 

Acceptable: 

• flat collars 

• harnesses 

• long lines 

• conditioned muzzles 

Prohibited: 

• prong collars 

• choke chains 
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• e-collars 

• slip leads used as correction devices 

Equipment must never cause pain or fear. 

Leash Handling Must Be Consistent Across Handlers 

All handlers working with the same dog must follow the same leash rules to prevent confusion 

and maintain welfare. 

Standards include: 

• unified leash mechanics 

• consistent reinforcement placement 

• shared distance rules 

• documented handling notes 

Consistency prevents mixed signals and stress. 

Threshold & Arousal Standards (Subpage 8) 

Threshold and arousal regulation are core welfare requirements that determine whether a dog can 

learn, process reinforcement, and make safe choices. These standards define how handlers must 

identify, monitor, and respond to changes in arousal and threshold across all environments. 

Threshold is not a behavior problem—it is an emotional boundary. Arousal is not 

“excitement”—it is a physiological state that influences cognition, impulse control, and 

reactivity. 

Ethical training requires dogs to remain under threshold and within an optimal arousal zone 

where learning is possible. When arousal rises or threshold is breached, the handler must adjust 

the environment, not the dog. 

Threshold Determines Learning Capacity 

Threshold represents the point where a dog shifts from regulated to dysregulated. Under 

threshold, dogs can: 

• take food 

• disengage from triggers 

• respond to cues 

• process reinforcement 

• make voluntary choices 

Over threshold, dogs enter survival mode and cannot learn. Training must pause immediately 

when threshold is breached. 
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Arousal Is a Physiological State, Not a Behavior 

Arousal reflects activation of the nervous system. It influences: 

• impulse control 

• attention 

• reactivity 

• frustration tolerance 

• movement patterns 

High arousal reduces cognitive processing and increases the likelihood of errors, barking, 

lunging, or frantic behavior. Low arousal supports calm learning. 

Early Indicators of Rising Arousal Must Be Recognized 

Handlers must identify early signs of arousal before the dog crosses threshold. 

Early indicators include: 

• increased movement or pacing 

• faster breathing 

• scanning or hypervigilance 

• decreased food interest 

• increased latency to respond 

• tension in posture or face 

Early intervention prevents escalation. 

Distance Is the Primary Tool for Threshold Management 

Distance reduces emotional load and restores regulation. It must be used proactively, not 

reactively. 

Standards include: 

• increasing distance at the first sign of stress 

• avoiding direct approaches to triggers 

• using lateral movement to create space 

• maintaining escape routes at all times 

Distance protects welfare and prevents threshold breaches. 

Reinforcement Cannot Override Threshold 

Food does not “fix” fear or high arousal. If a dog cannot take food, the environment is too 

difficult. 
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Standards include: 

• lowering criteria immediately 

• increasing distance 

• reducing distractions 

• pausing training 

• supporting recovery before continuing 

Reinforcement works only when the dog is regulated. 

Handlers Must Regulate Their Own Arousal 

Dogs feel handler tension through posture, movement, and leash mechanics. Handler 

dysregulation increases dog arousal. 

Prohibited behaviors: 

• tightening the leash 

• rushing movement 

• raising voice 

• sudden gestures 

• emotional reactions 

Handlers must remain calm, predictable, and neutral. 

Arousal Must Be Managed Before Asking for Precision 

High arousal reduces accuracy. Precision behaviors require low arousal and high clarity. 

Standards include: 

• using simple behaviors during high arousal 

• avoiding duration or precision tasks when arousal rises 

• reinforcing orientation and engagement 

• prioritizing regulation over performance 

Arousal dictates what behaviors are appropriate. 

Threshold Breaches Require Immediate Recovery Protocols 

When a dog goes over threshold, training must stop and recovery must begin. 

Recovery includes: 

• increasing distance 

• offering decompression movement 
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• allowing sniffing 

• reducing handler pressure 

• avoiding cues or demands 

• waiting for food interest to return 

Recovery is not optional—it is a welfare requirement. 

Arousal Cycles Must Be Anticipated and Managed 

Arousal naturally rises and falls throughout training. Handlers must anticipate these cycles. 

Standards include: 

• inserting regulation breaks 

• lowering criteria after high-arousal moments 

• avoiding back-to-back difficult repetitions 

• ending sessions before arousal spikes 

Proactive management prevents threshold breaches. 

Triggers Must Be Introduced Gradually and Predictably 

Trigger exposure must follow controlled, incremental steps. 

Standards include: 

• starting at safe distances 

• increasing intensity slowly 

• monitoring arousal continuously 

• adjusting immediately when stress appears 

Trigger stacking must be avoided at all costs. 

Threshold and Arousal Notes Must Be Documented 

Documentation ensures consistency across handlers and prevents repeated mistakes. 

Logs include: 

• trigger distances 

• arousal indicators 

• threshold breaches 

• recovery time 

• successful criteria levels 

Documentation protects welfare and supports team-based training. 
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Behavior Modification Standards (Subpage 9) 

Behavior modification is a structured, welfare-first process designed to change emotional 

responses, reduce maladaptive behaviors, and build safe, predictable alternatives. These 

standards define how behavior modification must be approached across all environments—

homes, shelters, foster care, and public spaces. Behavior modification is not obedience training; 

it is the systematic reshaping of emotional associations and coping skills. All protocols must 

prioritize emotional safety, threshold management, and reinforcement-based strategies. 

Behavior modification requires slow progression, precise criteria, and careful observation. 

Handlers must never push dogs into situations they cannot handle, and must adjust the 

environment before adjusting expectations. Emotional change—not compliance—is the primary 

goal. 

Behavior Modification Must Address Emotion First 

Unwanted behaviors rooted in fear, frustration, or stress cannot be changed through obedience or 

suppression. Emotional state drives behavior, and emotional change must occur before behavior 

change. 

Standards include: 

• identifying the underlying emotional driver 

• reducing exposure to triggers 

• building safety and predictability 

• reinforcing calm engagement 

• avoiding any form of punishment or suppression 

Emotion is the foundation of behavior modification. 

All Behavior Modification Must Occur Under Threshold 

Dogs cannot learn new emotional associations when over threshold. Working under threshold 

ensures the dog can process reinforcement and make voluntary choices. 

Indicators the dog is under threshold: 

• taking food consistently 

• soft body language 

• ability to disengage 

• responding to cues 

• stable breathing 

Threshold breaches require immediate recovery, not continued training. 
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Counterconditioning Must Be Precise and Predictable 

Counterconditioning changes emotional responses by pairing triggers with reinforcement. This 

pairing must be consistent, predictable, and delivered at a level the dog can handle. 

Standards include: 

• pairing trigger → reinforcement every time 

• maintaining safe distance 

• using high-value reinforcement 

• avoiding surprise exposures 

• ensuring the dog notices the trigger but remains regulated 

Counterconditioning must never be rushed. 

Desensitization Must Follow Incremental Steps 

Desensitization requires gradual exposure to triggers at intensities the dog can tolerate. Each step 

must be small, controlled, and based on the dog’s emotional state. 

Standards include: 

• increasing intensity slowly 

• adjusting only one variable at a time 

• maintaining the dog’s ability to take food 

• avoiding forced exposure 

• returning to easier steps after stress spikes 

Desensitization is a slow, structured process. 

Alternative Behaviors Must Be Reinforced Consistently 

Behavior modification requires teaching and reinforcing alternative behaviors that are 

incompatible with the unwanted behavior. 

Examples: 

• orientation to handler instead of reactivity 

• stationing instead of jumping 

• sniffing instead of scanning 

• disengagement instead of fixation 

Alternative behaviors must be reinforced heavily and practiced in low-pressure environments 

before being used near triggers. 
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Management Is a Required Component of Behavior Modification 

Management prevents rehearsal of unwanted behaviors and protects welfare during the 

modification process. 

Management tools include: 

• distance 

• visual barriers 

• controlled environments 

• predictable routines 

• safe equipment 

• avoiding known triggers during early stages 

Management is not optional; it is part of the treatment plan. 

Reinforcement Must Match Emotional Difficulty 

High-value reinforcement is required for emotionally challenging work. Reinforcement must be 

meaningful enough to shift emotional associations. 

Standards include: 

• using top-tier reinforcers for trigger work 

• increasing reinforcement rate during difficult steps 

• adjusting value based on arousal 

• avoiding low-value reinforcement near triggers 

Reinforcement must support emotional change. 

Handlers Must Avoid Flooding and Forced Exposure 

Flooding—forcing a dog to remain near a trigger without escape—is prohibited. Forced exposure 

increases fear, damages trust, and worsens behavior. 

Prohibited scenarios: 

• holding a dog near a trigger 

• trapping a dog in a small space with a trigger 

• forcing social interactions 

• continuing sessions after threshold breaches 

Behavior modification must always respect the dog’s emotional limits. 
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Behavior Modification Plans Must Be Individualized 

Dogs differ in history, genetics, environment, and emotional capacity. Behavior modification 

must be tailored to the individual dog. 

Individualization includes: 

• adjusting pace 

• selecting appropriate reinforcers 

• modifying criteria 

• choosing safe environments 

• documenting progress and setbacks 

There is no one-size-fits-all protocol. 

Progress Must Be Documented to Prevent Drift 

Documentation ensures consistency across handlers and prevents accidental increases in 

difficulty. 

Logs must include: 

• trigger distances 

• reinforcement strategies 

• arousal indicators 

• threshold breaches 

• successful steps 

• next planned criteria 

Documentation protects welfare and supports team-based implementation. 

Safety Overrides All Training Goals 

Behavior modification must stop immediately if: 

• the dog becomes fearful 

• arousal spikes 

• food interest drops 

• the dog disengages 

• threshold is breached 

• the environment becomes unsafe 

Safety is the highest priority in all behavior modification work. 
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Safety Protocols (Subpage 10) 

Safety protocols are the highest-priority standards in all training, handling, and 

behavior-modification work. These protocols protect dogs, handlers, volunteers, and the public 

by preventing accidents, reducing risk, and ensuring that all interactions occur under humane, 

predictable, and controlled conditions. Safety is not a training technique—it is a non-negotiable 

operational requirement that overrides all goals, timelines, and expectations. 

Safety protocols apply across homes, shelters, foster care, veterinary settings, and public 

environments. They govern equipment, environment, handler behavior, dog-to-dog interactions, 

and emergency procedures. When safety is compromised, training must stop immediately. 

H3 — Safety Overrides All Training Goals 

Training must pause the moment safety is at risk. No behavior goal, timeline, or training plan is 

more important than preventing harm. 

Safety overrides include: 

• stopping sessions when arousal spikes 

• increasing distance at the first sign of stress 

• ending interactions when communication breaks down 

• prioritizing handler and dog safety over criteria 

Safety is the top priority in every context. 

H3 — Equipment Must Be Safe, Humane, and Properly 

Fitted 

Equipment must support welfare and prevent escape, injury, or pressure. All equipment must be 

checked before each session. 

Standards include: 

• properly fitted harnesses 

• secure flat collars 

• conditioned muzzles when appropriate 

• long lines for exploration 

• no prong, choke, or e-collars 

• no slip leads used as correction devices 

Equipment must never cause pain, fear, or startle. 
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Double-Safety Measures Are Required for High-Risk Dogs 

Dogs with flight risk, reactivity, fear, or bite history require layered safety systems. 

Double-safety examples: 

• double-leashing (harness + collar) 

• backup clips 

• secure gates and doors 

• visual barriers 

• controlled entry/exit procedures 

Redundancy prevents accidents. 

Safe Handling Requires Predictable Human Behavior 

Handler behavior directly affects safety. Predictability reduces fear, prevents escalation, and 

supports clear communication. 

Standards include: 

• slow, deliberate movement 

• neutral posture 

• avoiding looming or reaching over the dog 

• maintaining slack leash 

• consistent reinforcement patterns 

Unpredictable handling increases risk. 

Safe Distances Must Be Maintained Around Triggers 

Distance is the primary safety tool. Dogs must never be pushed closer to triggers than they can 

handle. 

Standards include: 

• maintaining buffer zones 

• avoiding direct approaches 

• using lateral movement to create space 

• increasing distance early, not reactively 

Distance protects both dog and handler. 
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Dog-to-Dog Interactions Must Be Controlled and Optional 

Dogs must never be forced into social interactions. All dog-to-dog contact must be intentional, 

structured, and optional. 

Prohibited: 

• on-leash greetings 

• forced proximity 

• crowded spaces without escape routes 

• allowing unknown dogs to approach 

Controlled interactions reduce conflict and prevent escalation. 

Environment Must Be Secured Before Training Begins 

Environmental safety prevents accidents and reduces stress. 

Standards include: 

• checking gates, doors, and latches 

• removing hazards (trash, cords, chemicals) 

• scanning for escape routes 

• ensuring non-slip surfaces 

• controlling visual and auditory pressure 

Environment must be safe before training starts. 

Safe Kennel and Doorway Procedures Are Mandatory 

Doorways and kennel exits are high-risk moments. Dogs must exit calmly and predictably. 

Standards include: 

• clipping leashes before opening doors 

• opening doors slowly 

• allowing voluntary exit 

• avoiding pulling or dragging 

• reinforcing calm behavior 

Rushed exits increase risk of flight or conflict. 

Muzzle Training Must Be Humane and Reinforcement-Based 

Muzzles are safety tools, not punishment devices. They must be introduced gradually and paired 

with reinforcement. 
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Standards include: 

• conditioning before use 

• ensuring proper fit 

• avoiding forced application 

• using muzzles to increase freedom, not restrict it 

Muzzles protect dogs and handlers when used ethically. 

Emergency Protocols Must Be Clear and Practiced 

Handlers must know how to respond to emergencies calmly and effectively. 

Emergency protocols include: 

• safe break-away procedures 

• emergency exits 

• safe separation of dogs 

• handler positioning during escalation 

• knowing when to stop and retreat 

Preparedness prevents panic and reduces harm. 

Safety Notes Must Be Documented and Shared 

Safety information must be communicated clearly across all handlers to prevent inconsistent or 

risky handling. 

Documentation includes: 

• known triggers 

• flight risk indicators 

• bite history 

• equipment requirements 

• safe distances 

• handling restrictions 

Shared safety notes protect everyone involved. 

Safety Is a Continuous, Real-Time Assessment 

Safety is not a checklist—it is an ongoing evaluation of the dog’s emotional state, environment, 

and handler behavior. 

Handlers must monitor: 
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• arousal 

• threshold 

• body language 

• environmental changes 

• proximity to triggers 

Safety decisions must be made moment-to-moment. 
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Shelter & Rescue Application 

Shelter and rescue environments present unique challenges that require clear, humane, and 

predictable standards. Dogs entering these systems often experience fear, stress, uncertainty, and 

abrupt changes in routine. The Shelter & Rescue Application section defines how all welfare and 

training standards are implemented operationally across intake, daily care, movement, 

enrichment, handling, documentation, and adoption processes. These standards ensure that every 

dog receives consistent, humane treatment regardless of staffing levels, experience, or facility 

type. 

This section translates the Foundation’s welfare and training principles into practical, 

repeatable procedures that protect emotional safety, reduce risk, and support long-term 

behavior stability. It provides staff, volunteers, fosters, and partner organizations with clear 

expectations for how to interact with dogs, manage environments, and communicate behavior 

information. These standards apply to municipal shelters, private rescues, foster networks, and 

any organization responsible for canine care. 

Shelter & Rescue Application is not a training curriculum. It is an operational framework that 

ensures humane handling, safe movement, accurate behavior documentation, and consistent 

application of enrichment and low-stress procedures. These standards reduce fear, prevent 

escalation, and support positive outcomes for dogs and the humans who care for them. 

Intake & Assessment (Subpage 1) 

Intake and assessment set the foundation for every decision made about a dog in a shelter or 

rescue environment. This phase determines safety protocols, housing assignments, enrichment 

needs, handling requirements, and behavior-modification priorities. A humane intake process 

reduces fear, prevents escalation, and ensures that each dog is understood as an individual rather 

than through assumptions or labels. Assessment is not a test—it is an ongoing, observational 

process that prioritizes emotional safety and accurate information gathering. 

Intake & Assessment must be conducted slowly, predictably, and with minimal pressure. Dogs 

entering a shelter or rescue system are often stressed, confused, or overwhelmed. The goal is to 

stabilize the dog, gather essential information, and create a safe plan—not to evaluate 

performance under stress. 

Intake Must Prioritize Emotional Safety 

Dogs arriving at a shelter or rescue are in a vulnerable state. Intake procedures must reduce fear 

and prevent unnecessary handling. 

Standards include: 

• moving slowly and speaking softly 

• avoiding direct eye contact or looming 
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• allowing voluntary movement whenever possible 

• minimizing the number of handlers involved 

• avoiding crowded or noisy areas during intake 

Emotional safety is the first priority before any assessment occurs. 

Initial Handling Must Be Minimal and Low-Pressure 

The first moments with a new dog must avoid unnecessary restraint or invasive procedures. 

Standards include: 

• using slip leads only for safety, not control 

• avoiding reaching over the dog 

• allowing the dog to exit transport at their own pace 

• avoiding immediate touching, petting, or hugging 

• using treats to build positive associations 

Minimal handling reduces fear and prevents defensive behavior. 

Intake Information Must Be Gathered Without Assumptions 

Information from previous owners, transporters, or finders may be incomplete or inaccurate. 

Intake staff must gather information objectively. 

Information collected includes: 

• known history 

• medical background 

• environment the dog came from 

• previous behavior notes 

• triggers or stressors 

• handling preferences 

All information must be treated as context, not fact, until confirmed through observation. 

Behavior Assessment Begins With Observation, Not Testing 

Formal tests are not used. Assessment is based on natural behavior in low-pressure 

environments. 

Observation areas include: 

• body language 

• movement patterns 

• food interest 
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• response to environment 

• ability to disengage 

• stress indicators 

Observation replaces artificial testing. 

Dogs Must Be Allowed to Acclimate Before Formal Handling 

Acclimation reduces stress and improves accuracy of assessment. 

Standards include: 

• providing a quiet kennel or room 

• offering water and high-value food 

• allowing 24–72 hours before deeper assessment (depending on stress level) 

• avoiding immediate introductions to other dogs 

• avoiding immediate training expectations 

Acclimation supports emotional stabilization. 

Assessment Must Be Conducted Under Threshold 

Dogs must remain regulated during assessment. If stress increases, handlers must adjust 

immediately. 

Indicators the dog is under threshold: 

• taking food 

• soft body language 

• ability to disengage 

• stable breathing 

• voluntary approach 

Threshold breaches require stopping the assessment and supporting recovery. 

Assessment Must Be Conducted in Multiple Contexts 

Behavior varies across environments. Assessment must include: 

• kennel behavior 

• movement through hallways 

• outdoor yard or walk 

• interaction with familiar vs. unfamiliar handlers 

• response to routine shelter sounds 

Multiple contexts create a more accurate picture of the dog’s needs. 
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Assessment Must Avoid Provocation or Stress-Inducing Tests 

Prohibited assessment methods include: 

• resource guarding tests 

• forced handling 

• isolation stress tests 

• on-leash dog-to-dog greetings 

• startle or “reaction” tests 

• food bowl removal tests 

These methods increase fear and produce unreliable results. 

Assessment Must Identify Safety Needs Without Labeling 

Safety information is essential, but labels such as “dominant,” “stubborn,” or “aggressive” are 

prohibited. 

Assessment focuses on: 

• triggers 

• threshold distance 

• arousal patterns 

• handling sensitivities 

• flight risk 

• bite-risk indicators 

Information must be descriptive, not interpretive. 

Intake Notes Must Be Clear, Objective, and Shareable 

Documentation ensures consistency across staff and volunteers. 

Notes must include: 

• observable behaviors only 

• context for each behavior 

• stress indicators 

• reinforcement preferences 

• safe handling recommendations 

• environmental needs 

Objective notes prevent miscommunication and protect welfare. 
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Intake & Assessment Must Lead to an Individualized Care Plan 

Every dog must receive a plan that outlines: 

• housing assignment 

• enrichment schedule 

• handling requirements 

• training priorities 

• safety protocols 

• behavior-modification needs 

The care plan guides all future interactions. 

Daily Care & Movement (Subpage 2) 

Daily care and movement routines form the backbone of humane shelter and rescue operations. 

These routines determine how dogs experience their environment, how they regulate stress, and 

how safely they can navigate daily transitions. Predictable, low-pressure care reduces fear, 

prevents escalation, and supports emotional stability. Movement protocols ensure dogs are 

transported safely through hallways, kennels, yards, and public areas without conflict or 

unnecessary arousal. 

Daily care and movement are not simply tasks—they are behavioral interventions that shape 

the dog’s emotional state throughout the day. Every interaction must support regulation, clarity, 

and safety. 

Daily Routines Must Be Predictable and Low-Stress 

Predictability reduces fear and helps dogs anticipate what will happen next. Daily routines must 

follow consistent patterns across staff and volunteers. 

Standards include: 

• consistent feeding times 

• predictable cleaning routines 

• structured movement schedules 

• consistent enrichment delivery 

• calm, quiet transitions 

Predictability reduces arousal and supports emotional stability. 

Kennel Approach Must Be Slow, Neutral, and Respectful 

Approaching a kennel is a high-pressure moment for many dogs. Staff must reduce intensity and 

avoid triggering defensive behavior. 
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Standards include: 

• approaching from the side, not head-on 

• avoiding direct eye contact 

• speaking softly or not at all 

• opening doors slowly 

• allowing voluntary exit 

A calm approach prevents fear-based reactions. 

Dogs Must Be Allowed to Exit Kennels Voluntarily 

Forcing dogs out increases fear and risk. Dogs must be given time and space to exit on their own. 

Standards include: 

• waiting for the dog to orient 

• using treats to encourage voluntary movement 

• avoiding pulling or dragging 

• stepping back to reduce pressure 

Voluntary movement supports emotional safety. 

Leash Application Must Be Safe and Low-Pressure 

Clipping a leash is a vulnerable moment. Handlers must avoid sudden movements or reaching 

over the dog. 

Standards include: 

• presenting the leash slowly 

• clipping from the side 

• avoiding leaning over the dog 

• reinforcing calm orientation 

• using conditioned equipment when possible 

Leash application must never create fear. 

Movement Through Hallways Must Prioritize Safety and Distance 

Hallways are high-arousal environments with limited space. Movement must be controlled and 

predictable. 

Standards include: 

• maintaining slack leash 
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• avoiding on-leash greetings 

• increasing distance from other dogs 

• stepping aside to create space 

• moving slowly and deliberately 

Hallway movement must prevent conflict and escalation. 

Outdoor Movement Must Support Regulation, Not Exercise 

Outdoor time is not about burning energy—it is about decompression and emotional recovery. 

Standards include: 

• allowing sniffing 

• avoiding rapid movement or jogging 

• reinforcing calm orientation 

• maintaining safe distance from triggers 

• using long lines when appropriate 

Movement must support regulation, not arousal. 

Yard Time Must Be Structured and Supervised 

Yards provide enrichment and decompression but can also increase arousal if unmanaged. 

Standards include: 

• one dog at a time unless pre-approved 

• avoiding high-arousal play 

• monitoring body language continuously 

• providing sniffing and exploration opportunities 

• ending yard time before arousal spikes 

Yard time must be calm and safe. 

Daily Care Must Include Enrichment That Supports Welfare 

Enrichment is not optional—it is a welfare requirement. 

Enrichment includes: 

• scent-based activities 

• chew items 

• puzzle feeders 

• calm social interaction 

• decompression walks 
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Enrichment must match the dog’s emotional needs and stress level. 

Cleaning Routines Must Minimize Stress 

Cleaning can be loud and disruptive. Dogs must be protected from unnecessary stress. 

Standards include: 

• removing the dog before deep cleaning 

• avoiding spraying near the dog 

• using quiet, slow movements 

• maintaining predictable cleaning times 

• avoiding harsh chemicals when possible 

Cleaning must not create fear or overwhelm. 

Feeding Must Support Emotional Stability 

Feeding routines influence arousal and behavior. 

Standards include: 

• feeding in quiet environments 

• avoiding competition or visual access to other dogs 

• using food as enrichment when appropriate 

• monitoring appetite as a welfare indicator 

Feeding must be calm and predictable. 

Rest and Recovery Must Be Protected 

Rest is essential for emotional regulation. Dogs must have uninterrupted quiet periods. 

Standards include: 

• minimizing foot traffic 

• avoiding unnecessary kennel interactions 

• providing comfortable bedding 

• reducing noise during rest periods 

• avoiding back-to-back high-arousal activities 

Rest is a core welfare requirement. 

Daily Notes Must Document Behavior and Stress Indicators 

Accurate notes ensure consistent care across staff and volunteers. 
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Documentation includes: 

• appetite 

• elimination 

• stress signals 

• arousal patterns 

• movement challenges 

• enrichment responses 

Daily notes guide care plans and prevent drift. 

Daily care and movement are the foundation of humane sheltering. Every routine must support 

emotional safety, predictability, and low-stress handling. 

Volunteer & Staff Handling (Subpage 3) 

Volunteer and staff handling standards ensure that every person interacting with dogs in a shelter 

or rescue environment uses predictable, humane, and low-stress techniques. Consistency across 

handlers protects dogs from confusion, reduces fear, and prevents escalation. These standards 

apply to all personnel—paid or unpaid—regardless of experience level. The goal is to create a 

unified handling culture where every interaction supports emotional safety, clear communication, 

and stable behavior. 

Shelter dogs experience high stress, unpredictable routines, and constant environmental change. 

Volunteer and staff handling must therefore be calm, structured, and aligned with the 

Foundation’s welfare and training principles. Every handler becomes part of the dog’s behavior 

plan, and every interaction influences the dog’s emotional state. 

All Handling Must Be Predictable and Low-Pressure 

Predictability reduces fear and helps dogs understand what to expect from humans. 

Standards include: 

• approaching slowly and from the side 

• avoiding sudden movements or loud voices 

• allowing voluntary approach and disengagement 

• maintaining consistent routines across handlers 

• using calm, neutral body language 

Predictable handling builds trust and reduces defensive behavior. 

Volunteers and Staff Must Use Reinforcement-Based Handling 

All interactions must rely on reinforcement, not force or intimidation. 
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Standards include: 

• using food to build engagement 

• reinforcing calm orientation 

• rewarding voluntary movement 

• avoiding any form of punishment or correction 

• using markers consistently 

Reinforcement-based handling supports emotional safety and learning. 

Handlers Must Maintain Slack Leash and Low Spatial Pressure 

Leash tension and spatial pressure increase arousal and fear. Handlers must minimize both. 

Standards include: 

• keeping the leash loose whenever possible 

• stepping back to reduce pressure 

• avoiding looming or leaning over the dog 

• using body movement instead of pulling 

• maintaining appropriate distance from triggers 

Low pressure supports regulation and prevents escalation. 

Volunteers and Staff Must Recognize Stress Signals 

Handlers must be able to identify early signs of stress and adjust immediately. 

Stress indicators include: 

• lip licking 

• yawning 

• scanning 

• pacing 

• freezing 

• refusal of food 

• increased breathing rate 

Recognizing stress early prevents threshold breaches. 

Handling Must Support Threshold and Arousal Management 

Handlers must keep dogs under threshold and within an optimal arousal zone. 

Standards include: 
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• increasing distance when arousal rises 

• inserting regulation breaks 

• avoiding high-arousal play or movement 

• using calm reinforcement patterns 

• ending interactions early if needed 

Arousal management is a safety requirement. 

Volunteers and Staff Must Follow Individualized Handling Notes 

Each dog has unique needs. Handling notes must be followed exactly as written. 

Notes may include: 

• preferred approach style 

• leash requirements 

• trigger distances 

• reinforcement preferences 

• handling restrictions 

• safety protocols 

Ignoring handling notes increases risk and undermines behavior plans. 

Handlers Must Avoid On-Leash Dog Interactions 

On-leash greetings are prohibited due to risk of conflict and increased arousal. 

Standards include: 

• maintaining distance from other dogs 

• using lateral movement to create space 

• avoiding crowded hallways 

• never allowing nose-to-nose greetings 

Controlled distance prevents reactivity and conflict. 

Volunteers and Staff Must Use Calm, Neutral Voices 

Tone influences arousal and emotional state. 

Standards include: 

• avoiding high-pitched or excited voices 

• avoiding yelling or sharp tones 

• using calm, steady verbal markers 

• minimizing unnecessary talking 
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Neutral tone supports regulation and clarity. 

Handling Must Prioritize Safety Over Task Completion 

Tasks must never override safety or welfare. 

Safety overrides include: 

• stopping movement when arousal spikes 

• increasing distance from triggers 

• ending interactions early 

• requesting staff assistance when needed 

• avoiding forcing the dog into any situation 

Safety is the highest priority in all handling. 

Volunteers Must Stay Within Their Training Level 

Volunteers may only perform tasks they have been trained and approved for. 

Examples: 

• basic walking and enrichment for Level 1 

• yard time and simple training for Level 2 

• behavior-sensitive dogs for Level 3 

• no handling of high-risk dogs without staff supervision 

Clear role boundaries protect both dogs and volunteers. 

All Interactions Must Be Documented When Relevant 

Documentation ensures continuity of care and prevents miscommunication. 

Notes must include: 

• stress indicators 

• unusual behavior 

• positive responses 

• handling challenges 

• safety concerns 

Accurate notes support individualized care plans. 

Volunteers and Staff Must Model Calm, Regulated Behavior 

Dogs mirror human emotional states. Handlers must regulate themselves first. 
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Standards include: 

• moving slowly 

• breathing steadily 

• maintaining relaxed posture 

• avoiding frustration 

• pausing when overwhelmed 

Calm handlers create calm dogs. 

Volunteer & Staff Handling ensures that every human interaction supports emotional safety, 

clarity, and humane care. These standards create a unified handling culture that protects dogs and 

the people who work with them. 

Behavior Documentation (Subpage 4) 

Behavior documentation is a core operational requirement in shelter and rescue environments. 

Accurate, objective notes allow staff, volunteers, fosters, and behavior teams to understand each 

dog’s emotional state, track changes over time, and make informed decisions about housing, 

enrichment, training, and adoption. Documentation is not optional—it is a welfare and safety tool 

that ensures consistency across shifts and prevents misinterpretation or drift. 

Behavior documentation must be factual, descriptive, and free of labels or assumptions. Notes 

must reflect what the dog did, not what the handler believes the dog intended. Clear 

documentation protects dogs from misclassification, supports individualized care plans, and 

provides transparency for adopters and partner organizations. 

Documentation Must Be Objective and Descriptive 

Notes must describe observable behavior without interpretation or emotional language. 

Objective examples: 

• “Dog backed away when approached; tail low; refused treat.” 

• “Dog barked three times when another dog passed the kennel.” 

• “Dog took food immediately and followed handler with loose body.” 

Prohibited: 

• “Dog was being stubborn.” 

• “Dog is aggressive.” 

• “Dog was mad at me.” 

Objectivity ensures accuracy and prevents harmful assumptions. 
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Notes Must Include Context for Every Behavior 

Behavior cannot be understood without context. Documentation must include the situation in 

which the behavior occurred. 

Context includes: 

• location 

• time of day 

• presence of triggers 

• handler identity 

• environmental conditions 

• preceding events 

Context allows teams to identify patterns and stressors. 

Documentation Must Track Stress and Arousal Indicators 

Shelter dogs experience fluctuating stress levels. Notes must capture early signs of stress to 

prevent escalation. 

Indicators include: 

• pacing 

• scanning 

• refusal of food 

• panting 

• trembling 

• freezing 

• increased vocalization 

Tracking stress helps refine care plans and prevent threshold breaches. 

Notes Must Capture Reinforcement Patterns and Preferences 

Reinforcement is a key part of behavior plans. Documentation must include what reinforcers 

were used and how the dog responded. 

Examples: 

• “Accepted chicken but refused kibble.” 

• “Engaged well with sniffing enrichment.” 

• “Lost interest in food when another dog barked.” 

Reinforcement patterns guide training and handling strategies. 
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Documentation Must Identify Triggers and Threshold Distances 

Understanding triggers and threshold distances is essential for safety and behavior modification. 

Notes must include: 

• what triggered the behavior 

• distance at which the dog noticed the trigger 

• distance at which stress increased 

• distance required for recovery 

This information informs movement, housing, and training decisions. 

Notes Must Capture Recovery Time and Strategies 

Recovery is a key welfare indicator. Documentation must include how long it took the dog to 

return to baseline and what helped. 

Examples: 

• “Recovered within 30 seconds after increasing distance.” 

• “Needed sniffing break to regulate.” 

• “Did not recover until moved indoors.” 

Recovery notes help refine handling protocols. 

Documentation Must Avoid Labels and Personality Assumptions 

Labels create bias and lead to inconsistent handling. 

Prohibited labels: 

• dominant 

• stubborn 

• reactive 

• aggressive 

• needy 

• dramatic 

Instead, describe the behavior and context. 

Notes Must Be Consistent Across Staff and Volunteers 

Consistency prevents miscommunication and ensures all handlers follow the same plan. 

Standards include: 
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• using shared vocabulary from the Glossary 

• following the same documentation format 

• avoiding personal writing styles 

• updating notes promptly after interactions 

Consistency protects dogs and supports team-based care. 

Documentation Must Support the Individualized Care Plan 

Behavior notes feed directly into the dog’s care plan. 

Documentation informs: 

• housing decisions 

• enrichment schedules 

• training priorities 

• safety protocols 

• adoption counseling 

Accurate notes ensure the care plan evolves with the dog’s needs. 

Notes Must Be Entered Promptly and Stored Accessibly 

Delayed documentation leads to errors and missing information. 

Standards include: 

• entering notes immediately after interactions 

• storing notes in a shared system 

• ensuring all staff can access behavior logs 

• updating notes after every shift 

Timely documentation ensures continuity of care. 

Documentation Must Support Transparency With Adopters and Partners 

Accurate notes help adopters understand the dog’s needs and set realistic expectations. 

Documentation shared externally must be: 

• factual 

• clear 

• free of jargon 

• focused on behavior, not labels 

Transparency supports successful placements and reduces returns. 



Camp Ruff Ruff Foundation — Standards Library v1.0 

© Camp Ruff Ruff Foundation — All Rights Reserved Page number 

Behavior documentation is the backbone of humane, consistent sheltering. Clear, objective notes 

ensure every dog receives individualized, safe, and predictable care. 

Adoption Counseling Standards (Subpage 5) 

Adoption counseling is an educational process that prepares adopters for the realities of bringing 

home a shelter dog. It is not a screening test, sales pitch, or approval gate. The goal is to set 

adopters up for success by providing clear, honest, and welfare-centered information about the 

dog’s needs, behavior patterns, stress responses, and transition process. Counseling must 

empower adopters with realistic expectations and practical strategies that protect both the dog 

and the household. 

Shelter dogs experience stress, environmental change, and emotional upheaval. Adoption 

counseling must therefore focus on safety, decompression, predictable routines, and 

understanding normal adjustment behaviors. Every adopter receives the same humane, 

educational framework, with individualized guidance based on the dog’s documented needs. 

Counseling Must Be Educational, Not Evaluative 

Adoption counseling is about preparing adopters, not judging them. 

Standards include: 

• providing information, not interrogations 

• avoiding “pass/fail” style questioning 

• focusing on matching needs, not screening people out 

• using supportive, non-judgmental language 

• ensuring adopters feel respected and informed 

The goal is to build understanding, not barriers. 

Counseling Must Present Realistic Expectations 

Adopters must understand what is normal during the transition period. 

Topics include: 

• decompression and adjustment timelines 

• common stress behaviors (pacing, panting, hiding, vocalizing) 

• sleep needs and rest protection 

• regression in housetraining or routines 

• limited appetite or increased clinginess 

• slow introductions to new environments and people 

Normalizing these behaviors prevents unnecessary returns and frustration. 
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Counseling Must Prioritize Safety and Management 

Safety is the foundation of successful adoption. Adopters must receive clear, actionable safety 

guidance. 

Topics include: 

• threshold and arousal basics 

• safe movement through doorways and hallways 

• preventing flight risk 

• avoiding on-leash greetings 

• managing interactions with children 

• slow, structured dog-to-dog introductions 

• crate or safe-space setup 

Safety guidance must be individualized to the dog’s needs. 

Counseling Must Include the Dog’s Individualized Care Plan 

Each dog’s care plan must be reviewed with the adopter. 

This includes: 

• handling notes 

• known triggers 

• threshold distances 

• reinforcement preferences 

• enrichment needs 

• medical considerations 

• behavior-modification steps (if applicable) 

Adopters must understand the dog’s unique needs before taking them home. 

Counseling Must Use Clear, Non-Technical Language 

Adopters may not be familiar with behavior terminology. Counselors must translate concepts 

into accessible language. 

Examples: 

• “He needs space from other dogs” instead of “He’s reactive.” 

• “She gets overwhelmed quickly” instead of “She has low threshold.” 

• “Reward calm behavior often” instead of “Increase reinforcement rate.” 

Clarity supports understanding and compliance. 
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Counseling Must Avoid Labels and Personality Assumptions 

Labels create bias and misinterpretation. 

Prohibited labels: 

• dominant 

• stubborn 

• aggressive 

• needy 

• dramatic 

Counselors must describe behavior, not personality. 

Counseling Must Prepare Adopters for the First 72 Hours, 3 Weeks, and 3 Months 

The “3-3-3” framework helps adopters understand the adjustment timeline. 

Counseling includes: 

• first 3 days: decompression, rest, limited expectations 

• first 3 weeks: routine building, slow exposure, basic training 

• first 3 months: deeper bonding, stability, behavior patterns emerging 

This framework reduces unrealistic expectations. 

Counseling Must Emphasize Voluntary Interaction and Consent 

Adopters must understand that dogs need time and choice. 

Standards include: 

• allowing the dog to approach first 

• avoiding forced petting or hugging 

• respecting hiding or avoidance 

• using treats to build trust 

• avoiding overwhelming social situations 

Consent-based interaction supports emotional safety. 

Counseling Must Address Household-Specific Considerations 

Each home environment presents unique factors. 

Topics include: 
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• children and visitor management 

• multi-dog household integration 

• cats and small animals 

• apartment vs. house routines 

• work schedules and alone-time training 

• transportation and vet visits 

Counseling must be tailored to the adopter’s lifestyle. 

Counseling Must Provide Clear Post-Adoption Support 

Adopters must know how to access help after adoption. 

Support includes: 

• follow-up check-ins 

• behavior support resources 

• training recommendations 

• emergency contact procedures 

• return-prevention strategies 

Support increases adoption success and reduces returns. 

Counseling Must Be Documented 

Documentation ensures consistency and protects both the organization and the adopter. 

Notes include: 

• topics covered 

• safety guidance provided 

• adopter questions 

• individualized recommendations 

• any concerns or clarifications 

Documentation ensures continuity and transparency. 

Adoption counseling is a humane, educational process that prepares adopters for success and 

protects the welfare of the dog. It ensures that every placement is informed, safe, and supported. 

Foster Care Standards (Subpage 6) 

Foster care provides dogs with stability, decompression, and individualized support that shelters 

cannot always offer. Foster homes reduce stress, improve behavior outcomes, and provide 

critical information that guides adoption decisions. These standards ensure that foster caregivers 

use predictable, humane, and low-stress practices that align with the Foundation’s welfare and 
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training principles. Foster care is not about “fixing” dogs—it is about providing safety, structure, 

and emotional recovery. 

Foster caregivers must receive clear guidance, consistent support, and realistic expectations. 

Every foster dog arrives with a history of stress, transition, and uncertainty. These standards 

protect both the dog and the foster household while ensuring accurate behavior documentation 

and successful placements. 

Foster Homes Must Prioritize Decompression and Emotional Safety 

The first days in a foster home are critical. Dogs must be given time and space to adjust without 

pressure. 

Standards include: 

• providing a quiet, designated safe space 

• limiting visitors and household activity 

• avoiding immediate training expectations 

• allowing voluntary approach and interaction 

• using predictable routines from day one 

Decompression reduces fear and prevents early behavior escalation. 

Foster Care Must Follow the “72-Hour / 3-Week / 3-Month” Adjustment 

Framework 

Foster caregivers must understand the normal adjustment timeline. 

• First 72 hours: rest, decompression, minimal expectations 

• First 3 weeks: routine building, slow exposure, basic structure 

• First 3 months: deeper bonding, stable behavior patterns, gradual training 

This framework prevents unrealistic expectations and supports emotional recovery. 

Foster Homes Must Use Reinforcement-Based Handling 

Foster caregivers must follow the same humane handling standards used in shelters. 

Standards include: 

• using food to build trust 

• reinforcing calm behavior 

• avoiding punishment or corrections 

• allowing voluntary movement 

• using markers consistently 
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Reinforcement-based handling supports safety and trust. 

Foster Homes Must Follow Individualized Care Plans 

Each dog arrives with a care plan developed during intake and assessment. 

Care plans include: 

• handling notes 

• known triggers 

• threshold distances 

• enrichment needs 

• medical requirements 

• behavior-modification steps (if applicable) 

Foster caregivers must follow the plan exactly and update it as needed. 

Foster Homes Must Provide Predictable Routines 

Predictability reduces stress and supports emotional stability. 

Routines include: 

• consistent feeding times 

• structured potty breaks 

• predictable walks 

• quiet rest periods 

• consistent reinforcement patterns 

Routines help dogs feel safe and reduce anxiety. 

Foster Homes Must Manage Dog-to-Dog and Dog-to-Human Introductions 

Carefully 

Introductions must be slow, structured, and optional. 

Standards include: 

• avoiding on-leash greetings 

• using barriers or parallel walking for dog introductions 

• avoiding forced interactions with household members 

• supervising all early interactions 

• allowing the dog to retreat or disengage 

Safe introductions prevent conflict and fear. 
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Foster Homes Must Prevent Flight Risk 

New foster dogs are at high risk of escape due to stress and unfamiliar environments. 

Safety measures include: 

• double-leashing during early walks 

• checking gates, doors, and fences 

• using secure harnesses 

• avoiding off-leash time 

• supervising yard access 

Flight prevention is a critical safety requirement. 

Foster Homes Must Provide Appropriate Enrichment 

Enrichment supports emotional regulation and reduces stress. 

Enrichment includes: 

• scent-based activities 

• chew items 

• puzzle feeders 

• calm exploration walks 

• quiet social interaction 

Enrichment must match the dog’s stress level and emotional needs. 

Foster Homes Must Monitor Stress and Arousal 

Foster caregivers must recognize early signs of stress and adjust accordingly. 

Indicators include: 

• pacing 

• panting 

• hiding 

• refusal of food 

• scanning 

• vocalizing 

• difficulty settling 

Monitoring stress helps prevent escalation and supports recovery. 
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Foster Homes Must Document Behavior Accurately 

Foster caregivers provide critical information that shelters cannot observe. 

Documentation includes: 

• appetite and elimination 

• sleep patterns 

• stress indicators 

• response to enrichment 

• behavior around people and animals 

• triggers and threshold distances 

• progress and setbacks 

Accurate notes support adoption counseling and care planning. 

Foster Homes Must Communicate Regularly With Staff 

Communication ensures consistency and prevents misunderstandings. 

Standards include: 

• weekly check-ins 

• immediate reporting of safety concerns 

• updates on behavior changes 

• sharing photos and videos when helpful 

• collaborating on adoption profiles 

Communication supports successful placements. 

Foster Homes Must Follow Safety Protocols During Outings 

Outings must be structured and safe. 

Standards include: 

• avoiding crowded areas 

• maintaining distance from other dogs 

• using slack leash and low pressure 

• monitoring arousal 

• ending outings early if needed 

Outings must support regulation, not overwhelm. 
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Foster Homes Must Prepare Dogs for Adoption Without Overexposure 

Fosters help dogs transition to home life, but must avoid overwhelming them. 

Standards include: 

• gradual exposure to household routines 

• slow introduction to new environments 

• reinforcing calm behavior 

• avoiding high-arousal activities 

• supporting rest and recovery 

Preparation must be slow and intentional. 

Foster Care Standards ensure that dogs receive safe, predictable, and humane support during 

their transition from shelter to home. Foster caregivers play a critical role in emotional recovery, 

behavior stabilization, and adoption success. 

Safety & Emergency Procedures (Subpage 7) 

Safety and emergency procedures protect dogs, staff, volunteers, fosters, and the public from 

preventable harm. Shelter and rescue environments contain inherent risks: confined spaces, high 

arousal, unpredictable behavior, and rapid transitions. Clear, practiced safety protocols ensure 

that every handler responds consistently, calmly, and effectively during routine handling and 

unexpected events. Safety is not reactive—it is a proactive system built into every movement, 

interaction, and decision. 

Emergency procedures must be simple, repeatable, and universally understood. All personnel 

must know how to prevent incidents, how to respond when they occur, and how to document 

them accurately. These standards prioritize emotional safety, physical safety, and humane 

handling at all times. 

Safety Protocols Must Be Followed at All Times 

Safety is a non-negotiable requirement. All staff and volunteers must follow established 

protocols regardless of experience level, time pressure, or perceived urgency. 

Standards include: 

• following handling notes exactly 

• maintaining safe distances from triggers 

• using appropriate equipment 

• avoiding shortcuts during movement 

• stopping immediately when safety is compromised 

Consistency prevents accidents and protects welfare. 
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Handlers Must Maintain Situational Awareness 

Situational awareness reduces risk by anticipating problems before they occur. 

Handlers must monitor: 

• dog body language 

• environmental pressure (noise, crowds, other dogs) 

• hallway traffic 

• door and gate status 

• leash tension and handler positioning 

Awareness allows handlers to adjust early and prevent escalation. 

Safe Entry and Exit Procedures Are Mandatory 

Doorways and transitions are high-risk moments. Dogs must move through them calmly and 

predictably. 

Standards include: 

• clipping leashes before opening doors 

• opening doors slowly 

• stepping back to reduce pressure 

• allowing voluntary exit 

• checking for other dogs or people before moving 

Controlled transitions prevent flight and conflict. 

Double-Safety Measures Must Be Used for High-Risk Dogs 

Dogs with flight risk, reactivity, fear, or bite history require layered safety systems. 

Double-safety includes: 

• harness + collar with backup clip 

• secure gates and double-door systems 

• visual barriers 

• controlled entry/exit procedures 

• two-person handling when appropriate 

Redundancy prevents accidents. 

Emergency Break-Away Procedures Must Be Practiced 

Handlers must know how to respond if a dog slips equipment, panics, or escalates. 
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Procedures include: 

• stopping movement immediately 

• avoiding chasing (which increases flight) 

• using calm voice and body language 

• creating space from triggers 

• using food or familiar cues to re-engage 

• securing doors and gates quickly 

Practice ensures calm, coordinated responses. 

Dog-to-Dog Emergencies Require Calm, Controlled Intervention 

If conflict occurs, handlers must avoid escalating the situation. 

Standards include: 

• staying calm and avoiding yelling 

• not grabbing collars or reaching between dogs 

• using barriers, boards, or objects to separate 

• using wheelbarrow technique only if trained 

• moving dogs to separate recovery areas 

• documenting the incident immediately 

Safety and calmness reduce injury risk. 

Human Safety Must Always Come First 

Handlers must never put themselves at risk to complete a task or intervene in a conflict. 

Standards include: 

• avoiding physical restraint of panicking dogs 

• stepping away from unsafe situations 

• calling for assistance when needed 

• using tools instead of hands during emergencies 

Human safety is the top priority. 

Medical Emergencies Require Immediate, Structured Response 

Handlers must recognize signs of medical distress and respond quickly. 

Indicators include: 

• collapse or disorientation 
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• difficulty breathing 

• excessive bleeding 

• heat stress 

• seizures 

• inability to stand 

Procedures include: 

• notifying designated staff immediately 

• moving the dog only if safe 

• clearing space around the dog 

• documenting the event 

Preparedness saves lives. 

Environmental Emergencies Must Follow Facility Protocols 

Environmental emergencies include fire, severe weather, chemical spills, or facility malfunction. 

Standards include: 

• knowing evacuation routes 

• securing dogs safely during evacuation 

• avoiding panic or rushing 

• following staff instructions 

• gathering at designated safe zones 

Clear procedures prevent chaos. 

All Incidents Must Be Documented Immediately 

Documentation ensures transparency, accuracy, and follow-up. 

Notes must include: 

• what happened 

• where it occurred 

• who was involved 

• environmental conditions 

• dog behavior before, during, and after 

• actions taken 

• any injuries or concerns 

Documentation supports safety reviews and care plan updates. 
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Staff and Volunteers Must Receive Regular Safety Training 

Safety skills must be practiced, not assumed. 

Training includes: 

• low-stress handling 

• emergency separation techniques 

• threshold and arousal management 

• equipment fitting 

• situational awareness drills 

• evacuation procedures 

Regular training ensures consistent, safe handling. 

Safety & Emergency Procedures create a predictable, humane, and coordinated response system 

that protects dogs and humans in all situations. These standards ensure that every handler knows 

how to prevent incidents and how to respond effectively when emergencies occur. 

Housing & Kennel Standards (Subpage 8) 

Housing and kennel environments shape a dog’s emotional state more than any other part of 

shelter life. Kennels can be loud, unpredictable, and stressful, and dogs rely on consistent 

structure to feel safe. Housing & Kennel Standards ensure that every dog is placed in an 

environment that supports emotional regulation, minimizes stress, and prevents behavior 

deterioration. These standards apply to all shelter, rescue, and foster-overflow housing systems. 

Kennel routines must be predictable, quiet, and humane. Housing decisions must be based on the 

dog’s stress level, behavior notes, medical needs, and safety considerations—not convenience or 

available space. The kennel is not just a holding area; it is a behavioral environment that must be 

managed intentionally. 

Housing Assignments Must Prioritize Emotional Safety 

Dogs must be placed in kennels that support their stress level and behavioral needs. 

Standards include: 

• avoiding high-traffic or noisy areas for fearful dogs 

• housing reactive dogs away from visual access to other dogs 

• avoiding stacking high-arousal dogs near each other 

• placing medically fragile dogs in quiet, stable areas 

• using visual barriers when needed 

Housing must reduce stress, not increase it. 
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Kennel Environments Must Be Predictable and Low-Stimulus 

Predictability helps dogs regulate and reduces reactivity. 

Standards include: 

• consistent feeding and cleaning schedules 

• minimizing loud noises and sudden movements 

• avoiding unnecessary foot traffic 

• maintaining calm, quiet hallways 

• using soft lighting when possible 

Predictable environments support emotional stability. 

Kennels Must Allow for Voluntary Movement and Choice 

Dogs must have the ability to move, orient, and retreat within their space. 

Standards include: 

• providing enough room to stand, turn, and lie comfortably 

• avoiding overcrowded or cramped kennels 

• allowing dogs to choose resting locations when possible 

• providing elevated beds or soft surfaces 

Choice reduces stress and supports welfare. 

Visual Barriers Must Be Used to Reduce Arousal 

Constant visual access to other dogs increases stress and reactivity. 

Standards include: 

• using curtains, barriers, or frosted panels 

• blocking direct sightlines between kennels 

• reducing exposure to high-arousal dogs 

• using partial barriers to maintain ventilation 

Visual barriers support calm behavior. 

Kennel Enrichment Must Support Regulation, Not Excitement 

Enrichment must help dogs cope with confinement and stress. 

Appropriate enrichment includes: 
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• chew items 

• scent-based activities 

• puzzle feeders 

• quiet social interaction 

• calm exploration during out-of-kennel time 

Avoid: 

• high-arousal toys 

• loud or unpredictable enrichment 

• activities that increase frustration 

Enrichment must match the dog’s emotional needs. 

Kennel Cleaning Must Be Low-Stress and Predictable 

Cleaning routines can be disruptive and frightening. 

Standards include: 

• removing the dog before deep cleaning 

• avoiding spraying near the dog 

• using quiet, slow movements 

• maintaining predictable cleaning times 

• using non-harsh chemicals when possible 

Cleaning must not create fear or overwhelm. 

Kennel Handling Must Be Calm and Consistent 

Handlers must use low-pressure, predictable approaches. 

Standards include: 

• approaching from the side 

• avoiding direct eye contact 

• opening doors slowly 

• allowing voluntary exit 

• using treats to build positive associations 

Kennel handling must support emotional safety. 

Kennel Time Must Include Protected Rest Periods 

Rest is essential for emotional regulation. 
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Standards include: 

• minimizing interruptions 

• avoiding unnecessary kennel checks 

• reducing noise during rest periods 

• providing comfortable bedding 

• ensuring dogs have quiet time after walks or training 

Rest is a core welfare requirement. 

Housing Must Support Safety and Prevent Escape 

Kennels must be secure and escape-proof. 

Standards include: 

• checking latches and gates regularly 

• using double-door systems when available 

• ensuring proper fit of equipment before kennel exit 

• avoiding overcrowding or shared kennels unless pre-approved 

Safety must be built into the environment. 

Kennel Notes Must Be Clear, Visible, and Updated Daily 

Kennel cards and digital notes guide all handling decisions. 

Notes must include: 

• handling requirements 

• triggers and threshold distances 

• reinforcement preferences 

• medical needs 

• safety protocols 

• enrichment recommendations 

Accurate notes ensure consistent care. 

Housing Decisions Must Be Reviewed Regularly 

Dogs’ needs change over time. Housing assignments must be updated accordingly. 

Reviews include: 

• stress level changes 

• behavior improvements or regressions 
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• medical updates 

• compatibility with nearby dogs 

• enrichment effectiveness 

Housing must evolve with the dog’s needs. 

Housing & Kennel Standards ensure that every dog lives in an environment that supports 

emotional stability, safety, and humane care. Kennels must be managed intentionally to prevent 

stress-related behavior deterioration. 
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Glossary 

A–F Block 

Bulleted list, strict alphabetical order, terms only. 

• A-B-C Pattern 

• Arousal 

• Arousal Curve 

• Arousal Management 

• Approach Pressure 

• Avoidance 

• Back-Chaining 

• Barrier 

• Barrier Frustration 

• Barrier Reactivity 

• Behavior Chain 

• Behavior Deterioration 

• Behavior Momentum 

• Behavior Notes 

• Behavior Plan 

• Body Language 

• Bounce-Back Time 

• Calming Signals 

• Capturing 

• Care Plan 

• Choice-Based Handling 

• Classical Conditioning 

• Conditioned Emotional Response (CER) 

• Conditioned Reinforcer 

• Consent-Based Interaction 

• Context Shift 

• Counterconditioning 

• Crate Conditioning 

• Criteria 

• Decompression 

• Desensitization 

• Disengagement 

• Distance-Increase Signal 

• Distance-Increasing Behavior 

• Distance-Decreasing Behavior 

• Double-Handling 

• Double-Safety 

• Duration 

• Emotional Threshold 
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• Emotional Regulation 

• Engagement 

• Environmental Pressure 

• Escape Behavior 

• Extinction Burst 

• Fading 

• Fear Signals 

• Flight Distance 

• Flight Risk 

• Flooding 

• Focus Behavior 

• Frustration 

• Functional Reinforcer 

G–M Block 

Bulleted list, strict alphabetical order, terms only. 

• Generalization 

• Gestures 

• Handler Pressure 

• Handling Notes 

• High-Arousal Behavior 

• High-Value Reinforcer 

• Impulse Control 

• Incompatible Behavior 

• Incremental Exposure 

• Individualized Care Plan 

• Indirect Pressure 

• Intake Assessment 

• Latency 

• Leash Pressure 

• Leash Reactivity 

• Learned Helplessness 

• Learning History 

• LIMA (Least Intrusive, Minimally Aversive) 

• Low-Arousal Handling 

• Low-Value Reinforcer 

• Management 

• Marker 

• Marker Cue 

• Medical Flag 

• Motivation 

• Multi-Dog Management 
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N–Z Block 

Bulleted list, strict alphabetical order, terms only. 

• Negative Punishment 

• Negative Reinforcement 

• Neutral Stimulus 

• Noise Sensitivity 

• Observational Learning 

• Operant Conditioning 

• Over-Threshold 

• Parallel Walking 

• Pattern Training 

• Positive Punishment 

• Positive Reinforcement 

• Predictability 

• Pressure Gradient 

• Proactive Handling 

• Protected Contact 

• Recovery Time 

• Redirection 

• Reinforcement 

• Reinforcement History 

• Reinforcement Schedule 

• Relaxation Protocol 

• Resource Guarding 

• Rest Period 

• Reward Marker 

• Safety Bubble 

• Scent Enrichment 

• Sensitization 

• Session Structure 

• Settling Behavior 

• Shaping 

• Shut Down 

• Signal 

• Social Facilitation 

• Spatial Pressure 

• Splitter 

• Start-Button Behavior 

• Stimulus Control 

• Stress Signals 

• Stress Stack 

• Structured Walk 

• Successive Approximations 

• Threshold 
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• Trigger 

• Trigger Stacking 

• Two-Person Handling 

• Voluntary Movement 

• Visual Barrier 

• Working Distance 
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Implementation & Review 

This section establishes how your Standards Library is activated, maintained, and kept 

audit-ready over time. It turns the written standards into a living operational system. 

Implementation is not a one-time rollout—it is an ongoing cycle of training, documentation, 

evaluation, and version control. Review ensures the standards remain current, humane, and 

aligned with your mission. 

The full section contains six H2 subpages, each representing a core pillar of institutional 

maintenance: 

1. Implementation Framework 

2. Staff Training & Onboarding 

3. Compliance Monitoring 

4. Annual Review & Version Control 

5. Documentation Standards 

6. Organizational Adoption Process 

Below is the full H1 overview, followed by the first H2 unless you want to adjust the order. 

Purpose of Implementation & Review 

Implementation ensures that every standard in the manual is practiced consistently across all 

staff, volunteers, fosters, and partner organizations. Review ensures that the standards remain 

accurate, humane, and aligned with current science. 

This section guarantees: 

• predictable, repeatable workflows 

• consistent handling and communication 

• institutional memory 

• audit-ready documentation 

• humane, evidence-based practices 

• continuous improvement 

It is the backbone of long-term organizational stability. 

Core Principles 

Standards must be implemented intentionally, not assumed. 

Every standard requires training, documentation, and reinforcement. 

Review is continuous, not annual. 
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The annual review is the formal checkpoint, but micro-reviews happen daily through notes, 

feedback, and incident documentation. 

Consistency protects dogs, staff, and the organization. 

Predictable implementation reduces risk and improves welfare outcomes. 

Documentation is a legal and ethical requirement. 

If it isn’t documented, it didn’t happen. 

Version control prevents drift. 

Standards evolve, but only through controlled, documented updates. 

How the Section Works 

Each H2 subpage provides: 

• the purpose of that pillar 

• the required workflows 

• the documentation expectations 

• the review cycle 

• the responsible roles 

• the audit criteria 

Together, they form a closed-loop system: 

Implement → Train → Monitor → Review → Update → Re-implement 

This ensures your Standards Library remains a living, evolving institutional asset. 

Implementation Framework  

The implementation framework establishes how the Standards Library becomes active practice 

rather than static policy. It defines the organizational structure, responsibilities, and workflows 

required to ensure every standard is applied consistently across staff, volunteers, fosters, and 

partner organizations. This framework is the foundation that supports training, monitoring, 

review, and controlled updates. 

Purpose of the Framework 

The framework provides the operational backbone for turning written standards into predictable, 

repeatable daily behavior. It ensures that implementation is intentional, documented, and aligned 
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with humane, evidence-based practice. It also prevents drift by defining how standards are 

introduced, reinforced, and maintained across all roles. 

Core Components of Implementation 

• Clear ownership — Each standard has defined responsible roles for training, 

monitoring, and documentation. 

• Predictable workflows — Staff and volunteers follow consistent procedures that match 

the Standards Library. 

• Documentation requirements — All implementation steps are recorded to maintain 

institutional memory and audit readiness. 

• Communication channels — Updates, clarifications, and corrective actions are shared 

through structured pathways. 

• Integration with daily operations — Standards are embedded into intake, handling, 

enrichment, movement, and adoption workflows. 

These components ensure that implementation is not optional or informal but part of the 

organization’s operating system. 

Implementation Responsibilities 

• Leadership establishes expectations, approves updates, and ensures resources for 

training and monitoring. 

• Supervisors reinforce standards in daily operations and provide corrective coaching. 

• Trainers/Behavior Staff deliver instruction, evaluate competency, and maintain 

behavior-related documentation. 

• Volunteers and Fosters follow standards as trained and report deviations or concerns. 

• Administrative Staff maintain version control, documentation storage, and 

communication logs. 

Clear role boundaries prevent confusion and ensure accountability. 

Implementation Workflows 

• Standards are introduced through structured training sessions. 

• Staff demonstrate competency through observation, checklists, or supervised practice. 

• Supervisors monitor adherence during daily operations. 

• Deviations are documented and addressed through coaching or retraining. 

• Updates are communicated through controlled channels and require acknowledgment. 

These workflows ensure that implementation is consistent and traceable. 

Integration with the Review Cycle 

The framework connects directly to the organization’s continuous improvement loop: 
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Implement → Train → Monitor → Review → Update → Re-implement 

Each step feeds the next, creating a closed-loop system that keeps the Standards Library alive, 

current, and aligned with best practices. 

Staff Training & Onboarding  

Staff Training & Onboarding ensures every person interacting with dogs—staff, volunteers, 

fosters, and partner personnel—understands, practices, and maintains the Standards Library 

exactly as written. This subpage establishes the training structure, competency expectations, and 

onboarding sequence required for consistent, humane, and safe implementation across all roles. 

Purpose of Staff Training & Onboarding 

Training ensures that every standard becomes practical behavior, not just written policy. 

Onboarding ensures that new team members enter the organization with clear expectations, 

consistent handling skills, and a shared vocabulary. Together, they create predictable, safe, and 

welfare-first interactions with every dog. 

Training Structure 

Training is delivered through a layered system that builds competency progressively: 

• Orientation Training introduces the organization’s philosophy, welfare-first approach, 

and core safety expectations. 

• Skill-Based Training teaches handling, movement, reinforcement, and kennel routines 

using the Standards Library as the reference point. 

• Role-Specific Training prepares individuals for their specific responsibilities (e.g., 

kennel staff, behavior team, adoption counselors, fosters). 

• Competency Verification ensures each person demonstrates required skills before 

working independently. 

• Ongoing Training reinforces standards, addresses drift, and updates staff on revisions or 

new protocols. 

This structure ensures that training is not a one-time event but a continuous process. 

Onboarding Requirements 

Every new staff member, volunteer, or foster must complete: 

• review of the Standards Library 

• glossary familiarization 

• safety and emergency procedures 

• handling and movement basics 

• kennel and housing expectations 
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• reinforcement-based training principles 

• documentation and communication protocols 

Completion is documented and stored for audit readiness. 

Competency Expectations 

Competency is demonstrated through: 

• supervised practice 

• observation checklists 

• scenario-based handling 

• reinforcement timing and criteria setting 

• safe leash handling and movement 

• correct use of equipment 

• accurate documentation of behavior and incidents 

No individual may work independently until competency is verified. 

Training Delivery Methods 

Training may include: 

• in-person demonstrations 

• supervised hands-on practice 

• written materials and reference sheets 

• video modules 

• quizzes or knowledge checks 

• shadowing experienced staff 

Multiple formats ensure accessibility and retention. 

Documentation Requirements 

All training and onboarding activities must be recorded, including: 

• dates of completion 

• trainer/supervisor signatures 

• competency checklists 

• retraining or corrective coaching notes 

• acknowledgment of updated standards 

Documentation ensures accountability and supports compliance monitoring. 

Integration with the Implementation Cycle 
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Training and onboarding directly support the closed-loop system: 

Implement → Train → Monitor → Review → Update → Re-implement 

Training ensures standards are understood. Onboarding ensures new team members enter the 

system correctly. Both feed into monitoring and review. 

Compliance Monitoring  

Compliance Monitoring ensures that every standard in the manual is being followed consistently, 

safely, and as intended across all roles and environments. It is the organization’s quality-control 

layer—detecting drift, reinforcing correct practice, and identifying when retraining, clarification, 

or updates are needed. Monitoring protects dogs, staff, volunteers, and the organization by 

ensuring that implementation remains aligned with humane, evidence-based practice. 

Purpose of Compliance Monitoring 

Monitoring verifies that the Standards Library is not just understood but actively practiced. It 

ensures: 

• consistent handling and movement 

• predictable routines and communication 

• accurate documentation 

• early detection of drift or unsafe patterns 

• accountability across all roles 

• audit-ready records for internal and external review 

Compliance is not punitive—it is protective. 

Monitoring Methods 

Compliance is assessed through multiple structured channels: 

• Direct Observation — supervisors and trained staff observe daily handling, kennel 

routines, enrichment, and movement. 

• Behavior & Handling Notes — documentation is reviewed for accuracy, clarity, and 

alignment with standards. 

• Incident Reports — deviations, near misses, and safety concerns are logged and 

analyzed. 

• Checklists & Spot Checks — routine audits of equipment use, kennel setup, 

reinforcement timing, and safety protocols. 

• Video Review (if used) — selected sessions may be reviewed for training, coaching, or 

drift detection. 

• Volunteer & Foster Feedback — reports from non-staff roles help identify gaps in 

training or communication. 
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Using multiple methods ensures a complete picture of adherence. 

What Compliance Monitoring Evaluates 

Monitoring focuses on whether staff and volunteers are: 

• following handling and movement standards 

• using reinforcement correctly 

• maintaining safety bubbles and thresholds 

• documenting behavior accurately 

• applying kennel and housing protocols 

• using approved equipment properly 

• following communication and escalation pathways 

• adhering to welfare-first decision making 

Each evaluation ties directly back to the Standards Library. 

Documentation Requirements 

All monitoring activities must be recorded, including: 

• date and time of observation 

• observer name and role 

• standards evaluated 

• adherence level (meets / needs coaching / non-compliant) 

• notes on drift, safety concerns, or exemplary practice 

• corrective actions or retraining assigned 

• follow-up dates 

Documentation creates a traceable audit trail and supports continuous improvement. 

Corrective Actions & Coaching 

When drift or non-compliance is identified: 

• coaching is provided immediately or scheduled 

• retraining is assigned if needed 

• documentation is updated 

• follow-up observations confirm correction 

• patterns are analyzed to identify systemic issues 

Corrective action is supportive, not punitive—its purpose is safety and consistency. 

Integration with the Implementation Cycle 

Monitoring is the midpoint of the closed-loop system: 
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Implement → Train → Monitor → Review → Update → Re-implement 

Monitoring identifies what is working, what is drifting, and what needs revision. It directly 

informs the Review and Update phases. 

Annual Review & Version Control  

Annual Review & Version Control ensures the Standards Library remains accurate, humane, and 

aligned with current science while preventing drift across the organization. This subpage defines 

how standards are formally evaluated, updated, approved, and re-implemented on a predictable 

cycle. It also establishes the documentation and versioning rules that maintain institutional 

memory and audit readiness. 

Purpose of Annual Review & Version Control 

This system ensures the Standards Library is a living document. It protects the organization from 

outdated practices, inconsistent updates, and undocumented changes. The review process 

evaluates what is working, what needs revision, and what requires new standards or clarification. 

Version control ensures every update is intentional, traceable, and approved. 

Annual Review Structure 

The annual review is a formal, scheduled process that includes: 

• evaluation of all standards for accuracy and relevance 

• review of monitoring data, incident reports, and staff feedback 

• assessment of training outcomes and drift patterns 

• identification of gaps, outdated practices, or unclear language 

• recommendations for updates or new standards 

The review is documented and approved by leadership or the designated governing body. 

Review Inputs 

The review draws from multiple sources: 

• compliance monitoring records 

• incident and safety reports 

• training and onboarding feedback 

• behavior and handling notes 

• staff, volunteer, and foster observations 

• new research or industry best practices 

• legal or regulatory changes 

Using diverse inputs ensures updates are evidence-based and operationally grounded. 
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Version Control Rules 

Version control maintains clarity and prevents confusion across the organization: 

• each update receives a new version number 

• versions are frozen and stored in an archive folder 

• only the current version is active for training and operations 

• all changes are logged in a change history document 

• updates require leadership approval before release 

• staff must acknowledge receipt of new versions 

These rules ensure transparency and traceability. 

Update Workflow 

When updates are approved: 

• the updated standard is added to the working version 

• the previous version is archived 

• the change log is updated 

• training materials are revised 

• staff receive a summary of changes 

• retraining is assigned if needed 

• implementation is monitored for adherence 

This workflow ensures updates are integrated smoothly and consistently. 

Documentation Requirements 

All review and version control activities must be recorded: 

• review meeting notes 

• list of evaluated standards 

• identified issues or gaps 

• approved updates 

• version numbers and dates 

• archived versions 

• staff acknowledgment records 

Documentation supports audits, grants, and organizational accountability. 

Integration with the Implementation Cycle 

Annual Review & Version Control drives the final stages of the closed-loop system: 

Implement → Train → Monitor → Review → Update → Re-implement 
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Review identifies what needs to change. Version control ensures changes are documented. 

Re-implementation ensures the updated standards become active practice. 

Documentation Standards  

Documentation Standards define how information is recorded, stored, and maintained across the 

organization. This subpage ensures that every action, observation, incident, and update is 

captured in a consistent, traceable, and audit-ready format. Clear documentation protects dogs, 

staff, volunteers, and the organization by creating institutional memory and supporting 

accountability, transparency, and continuous improvement. 

Purpose of Documentation Standards 

Documentation ensures that the Standards Library is not theoretical—it becomes a verifiable 

record of daily practice. It supports safety, legal compliance, behavior tracking, and 

organizational learning. Consistent documentation also prevents information loss during staff 

turnover and ensures continuity of care. 

What Must Be Documented 

Documentation covers all operational areas, including: 

• daily behavior and handling notes 

• enrichment, feeding, and housing routines 

• training sessions and progress 

• incidents, near misses, and safety concerns 

• medical flags and veterinary instructions 

• compliance monitoring observations 

• onboarding and training completion 

• updates to standards and version control 

• communication logs and escalations 

Each category ties directly to the Standards Library and supports the implementation cycle. 

Documentation Requirements 

All entries must follow the same organizational rules: 

• Clear, objective language — describe observable behavior, not interpretations. 

• Consistent terminology — use glossary terms to maintain clarity and reduce ambiguity. 

• Timely entry — document events as close to real time as possible. 

• Accurate detail — include relevant context, actions taken, and outcomes. 

• Role identification — each entry must include the name and role of the person 

documenting. 

• Date and time stamps — all entries must be chronologically traceable. 

• No personal opinions — documentation must remain professional and factual. 
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These requirements ensure that records are reliable and usable for review, training, and 

decision-making. 

Documentation Formats 

Documentation may be captured through: 

• digital logs or software systems 

• standardized forms or checklists 

• incident report templates 

• behavior tracking sheets 

• training and onboarding records 

• version control logs 

All formats must be consistent across the organization and stored in designated locations. 

Storage & Access 

Documentation must be: 

• stored in secure, organized folders or systems 

• accessible to relevant staff based on role 

• protected from unauthorized editing 

• backed up regularly 

• archived according to version control rules 

Clear storage protocols prevent loss, confusion, or unauthorized changes. 

Quality Assurance 

Documentation is reviewed regularly to ensure: 

• accuracy 

• completeness 

• alignment with standards 

• correct terminology 

• proper formatting 

• adherence to timelines 

Quality checks support compliance monitoring and the annual review process. 

Integration with the Implementation Cycle 

Documentation is the connective tissue of the closed-loop system: 

Implement → Train → Monitor → Review → Update → Re-implement 
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It provides the evidence needed for monitoring, the data needed for review, and the clarity 

needed for updates and re-implementation. 

 


