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It’sYerChoice: the game of self control

by Susan Garrett

repeated (him leaving his sit position).
That is exactly what the cue “leave it”

accomplishes. It rewards the dog for what
he is doing when he hears the cue. In all
cases, the dog is doing something you do
not want to see repeated so why reward it?
People use the “leave it” as a way of impos-
ing control over their dog when the dog is
faced with an opportunity to steal rein-
forcement. Imposed control is a lot of
work for the trainer. By reinforcing
unwanted behaviours with your “leave it”
cue, you have ensured the dog will con-
tinue these attempts to steal rewards. You
are letting the dog know he may continu-
ally hunt for his own reinforcement and
you will always be there to manage the
environment and every speck of potential
reinforcement found in it! You are
resigned to a lifetime of “leave-it!” duty
whenever your dog is faced with any
choices. What if the dog sees the distrac-
tion first? He will have made the decision
to eat it or take off to investigate it long

before you have a chance to get
out a single “leave it!” cue.
What happens when the dog is
off leash far enough away that
he is out of your control? What
is the likelihood he will really
leave it then? 

It’sYerChoice to the rescue
The It’sYerChoice game

changes all of this. This game
is about controlling the conse-
quences of the dog’s choice
rather than trying to control
the dog. Start small and teach
the dog he always has a choice.
If he chooses correctly when
working with you, good conse-
quences (the chance for rein-
forcement) will follow. If the
dog makes an inappropriate
choice, the consequences for
him will be clear and not rein-
forcing. But the consequences
will never be a function of you
trying to coach or intimidating
the dog in any way. In the end

forcement when you trained them so all
cues give the dog reinforcement. Suppose
while practicing a recall you ask your dog
to sit, leave him and when you turn he is
out of the sit and sniffing. Would you tell
him to “come”? I hope not, because doing
so is rewarding the dog for what he is

doing when he hears the cue. He disre-
garded the cue and left the sit. Your
“come” cue would reward that response
from him. Reinforcement builds behav-
iour; therefore, in giving your dog his next
cue (in this case “come”), you would be
rewarding something you didn’t want

Many dog trainers rely on the cue to “leave
it!” to control their dogs from stealing rein-
forcements. Trainers use this phrase in an
effort to stop a dog from getting food from
the kitchen counter or out of the trash, or
from eating or rolling in something
unpleasant found in the grass. It is a

phrase you will commonly hear to disci-
pline a dog that sniffs while working
(seeking reinforcement or possibly show-
ing signs of stress) or for a dog that leaves
his owner to steal a toy or to run off to visit
or for dozens of other reasons. Rarely, if
ever, is this cue said with a pleasant tone
of voice. It is meant to intimi-
date in an effort to stop an
unwanted response. However,
the “leave it” cue actually
rewards the dog rather than
punishes him. Let’s examine
this concept.

All cues (words that prompt
a response from your dog) are a
form of reinforcement. The cue
rewards the dog for what he is
doing when he hears you
prompt his next response. The
cue itself carries the historic
value of all previous reinforce-
ment you built in when you
trained the behaviour. An
example is teaching a “come”
cue. You call the dog, he comes
to you, and he gets a reward.
Eventually you call and he
comes running as the cue
prompts an expected response
of a cookie from you. Every
cue your dog understands car-
ries this value. All cues
required some form of rein-

“This game is about controlling the consequences of the dog’s

choice rather than trying to control the dog ”
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we teach the dog self control rather than
imposed control. A dog with self control
has learned impulse control when in stim-
ulating environments. Rather than leave
you to chase the squirrel, steal a toy or
investigate every crumb that may be on
the ground, the dog will play your game
knowing rewards will be earned contin-
gent upon him following your rules. 

The It’sYerChoice game starts out
teaching your dog to make easy decisions
when faced with a chance to steal rewards.
Building upon his successes, you can grow
this game into any form of distraction
training you can imagine. Eventually your
dog’s impulse control becomes so brilliant
you can trust him unsupervised with a
roast on the kitchen counter within his
reach. The dog will learn to want to make
the right choice. This is self control and
does not require your eagle eye scouting
every training horizon for distractions that
may cause your dog to leave you in search
of alternative rewards. 

The It’sYerChoice tennis match
Start with some tasty treats. Choose the

rewards wisely. A chow-hound that gets
out of control with arousal does not need

high-value rewards. Perhaps boring kibble
will do for this pooch. A dog that is less
food-motivated will require the “high-test
fuel.” Choose really outstanding treats.
You will want a fistful of treats, but make
sure none can be seen or stolen through
the cracks of your clenched fist. Think of
this game as a tennis match. One player
serves, the other volleys. This back-and-
forth flow of responses continues through
the entire game. You are serving first. Sit in
a comfortable chair, resting your wrist on
your knee to give it support so it won’t
move when your dog investigates the hid-
den treats. Now it is your dog’s turn to
return your serve. Normally if your dog is
presented with a handful of cookies, it is
very likely he will try to steal them. It is an
impulse and there is presently no impulse
control. But this game is a model for
developing great control. Currently there
is a classically conditioned response in
your dog that you are going to change.
You will counter-condition his response so
he will show great self control when pre-
sented with the treats. Eventually, your
dog will move away from the cookies and
wait. Remember it’s his choice so we allow
him to do whatever he chooses. He may

start by sniffing, then licking, possibly
pawing and even nibbling on your hands
to get at the treats. In your tennis match,
all of these responses are “out of bounds.”
You do not need to volley back to him as
he has not hit the response you desire. So
offer nothing, say nothing, do nothing. He
has not demonstrated self control. With a
really food-driven dog, this may take a few
minutes or longer so be patient. (Go to
your “Zen” happy place.) Make certain not
to move your hand, as that turns the game
into one of “chase the moving prey.” Your
dog will be even keener to hunt it down
rather than back away.

If every undesirable response from
your dog is met with a non-response from
you, he will eventually back away from the
hand. When he does (provided he isn’t
barking at you), open your hand. By open-
ing your hand, you have reinforced the
first appropriate choice your dog has
made. The consequences are quite pleas-
ant for the dog as he has gotten you to do
what he wants! You do not have to actual-
ly feed the dog to reward him. The sight of
the food lying in your open hand is very
reinforcing. Can you predict your dog’s
response to this open handful of cookies?

“The It’sYerChoice game starts out teaching your dog to make easy decisions when faced with a

chance to steal rewards.  Building upon his successes, you can grow this game into any form of dis-

traction training you can imagine ”

He may start by sniffing, then licking, possibly pawing and

even nibbling on your hands to get at the treats. Offer noth-

ing, say nothing, do nothing.

He will eventually back away from the hand. When he does

(provided he isn’t barking at you), open your hand. The sight

of the food lying in your open hand is very reinforcing. 



Of course! He will see the treats and try to dive in at them. He has
hit the ball back to you and it is your turn to close your fist
around the treats once more. The consequences of the dog’s
behaviour (you controlling his access to the good cookies) will
eventually cause him to choose a different response. But it will be
his choice of responses, him showing self control. You are only
controlling the consequences and the dog is controlling his
impulses. 

Keep this game of opening and closing your hand going until
your dog will not move towards the food when he sees it in your

open hand. Now verbally praise him. When you do (this will be
the first time you have spoken during the game) he will likely
once again move forward as praise is a predictor of a reward for
him. Close the fist. Only when he can demonstrate great self con-
trol should you pick up a treat to reward him. However if, when
you touch a treat, he moves to get it from you… you know the
drill. Put the cookie back into your fist and close it once more.
Your dog should only get a treat if you can: praise him, pick up a
treat and move it towards him. Only then should you reinforce his
self control. Many people, when playing this game, look for an
excuse to feed their dogs. A better approach is to observe the dog
and search for a response to reward. The consequences of the
game are teaching the dog to have self control.

Be aware of what your dog is doing when you reinforce him.
What position is he in? You want him to back away from you but
you don’t want the dog to think his reinforcement is tied to one
body position or movement. Make sure he is rewarded in a sit,
down or stand randomly and don’t open your hand when he is
still moving (or you will be building in a “back-up” into the
game). 

Practice your tennis match until the dog understands the game
and next issue we’ll advance the choices 
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Your dog should only get a treat if you can: praise him, pick

up a treat and move it towards him.


