
 

Willow + Sarah & Mark ​
​
Case Study Note: The Transformation of Willow 
Disclaimer: This is a real case; names have been changed to protect privacy. The 
advice provided was specific to this situation and our observations of Willow. Your 
assessment WILL be different. 
This study guide was built from real teaching and conversations with Sarah and Mark 
following a three-hour intensive session with Willow. 
 
The Starting Point 
When I first arrived, Willow met me at the door with repelling barking and forward 
movement, attempting to push me back out. Once I was inside and ignored her, she 
continued barking at me to leave. I was called in because Willow barks and lunges 
during walks, reaching a point where Sarah no longer felt safe walking her. While her 
"protection" behavior inside was manageable by leashing her or moving her to another 
room, the outdoor behavior had become a major barrier. 
 
The Shift 
By the end of our single three-hour session, the change was profound: 
• The Walk: We achieved a good walk—not perfect, but a significant improvement. 
• The Door: When the doorbell rang, Willow barked a few times but remained in the 
kitchen while Mark answered. 
• Boundaries: She stayed out of the kitchen when told, even with treats dropped on the 
ground. 
• The Exit: When I (Jon) left, Willow was sleeping. Though she woke up and sat up, she 
no longer felt the need to "escort" me out or defend the perimeter. 
 
Sarah and Mark were amazed at the shift achieved in just one lesson. This guide 
reflects the exact path we took to get there. 



 

BetterDog Life Changer Study Guide 
Trainer: Jon Date: February 2026 Location: Your Home ​
Session Type: Life Changer (Intro Training Session) 

Warm Welcome 

Sarah & Mark, thank you for inviting me into your home to meet the wonderful Willow. It 
was truly a pleasure. You’ve clearly built a foundation of love and care, and what we did 
today was start layering in that next crucial piece: leadership and lasting respect. You 
saw how quickly her entire composure changed once she understood she didn't have to 
be in charge. Our goal is to lift that burden off her shoulders so she can relax and be the 
great dog she is. You absolutely made the right choice. 

Trainer Voice Highlights 

●​ "A simple thing like telling Willow that she doesn't need to do the door, changes 
her composure completely because she's like, 'Oh, thank God I don't have to 
answer the door.'" 

●​ "When dogs are a pleasure, you take them out and show them off. When you get 
a nice dog who behaves, take her out and show her off.” 

●​ "We just teach them that the cat is like a couch. You're not allowed to bite it." 
●​ "That thing about equal time... that's a human thing, not a dog thing." 
●​ ... she doesn't choose, we do. Because the safety up here is up to us to decide, 

not her.” 
●​ "Where a dog eats, he won't poop." 

​
​
​
​

 



 
Big Ideas You Learned 

●​ Dogs Don't Rationalize, They Associate. Willow isn’t thinking about being 
“bad” or “good”. She sees things in her world—the front door, the cat, a 
snowmobile—and associates them with a job to do or a threat to manage. Our 
job is to change her associations by staying calm and showing her we are not 
worried. 

●​ Leadership Removes a Burden. By taking control of situations like the front 
door, you aren't dominating Willow ; you are freeing her from the stress of feeling 
responsible for the safety of the entire house. She can finally relax knowing 
you’ve got it handled. 

●​ Trust vs. Respect. You already have trust. Our work is about building respect 
through clear rules and boundaries so Willow sees you as a calm, confident 
leader. When a leader is truly mad, a dog shows respect by not making eye 
contact. Looking away can be a sign that she accepts your leadership. 

●​ The "Security Sandwich." When Willow is walking between two trusted 
humans, she is in a "security sandwich". This is an incredible tool for making her 
feel safe and protected, removing her need to be on high alert. 

 



 
Your Dog’s Real-World Profile 

●​ Breed & History: Willow is a smart, strong, and alert Golden Retriever rescue. 
Like many Goldens, she has a herding instinct, which can translate into a desire 
to control moving things. She's a great dog who is currently carrying a lot of 
anxiety. 

●​ Fears & Triggers: She is reactive and fearful of new, fast, or loud things, like 
snowmobiles. She gets anxious and pulls when she sees other dogs, defaulting 
to lunging and barking. She is also possessive and vigilant regarding the cat. 

●​ Home Context: You live in a quiet community perfect for walking. You have a 
multi-story home with a cat that is currently kept separate. Your own energy can 
be anxious on walks because you're afraid of losing control, and this tension 
travels right down the leash to her. 

●​ Confusion vs. Confidence: When Willow is anxious or confused, her ears go 
back, her tail goes down, she paces, and she may lunge or bark. When she feels 
confident and calm, her body is relaxed, she walks on a loose leash, and she 
looks to you for direction. 

●​ What Motivates Her Most: Your affection and attention are huge motivators. 
She is also driven by things that act like prey (groundhogs, the cat). 

 



 
Real-Life Patterns & Adjustments 

When [Willow pulls ahead on the walk] → Do: 

1.​ We chose “Hey!” as your No Marker say it in a short, firm tone. 
2.​ Simultaneously give a quick, light pop or flick (rattle the collar, not pull) on the 

leash straight back. 
3.​ Immediately release the tension. She learns that a tight leash means "adjust," 

and a loose leash means "you're doing it right". 

When [You see another dog or a trigger approaching] →  

Do: 

1.​ Phase 1  If possible, calmly move to the other side of the road to create space. 
Keep walking. Don't stop. Phase 2 - We get closer 

2.​ Start talking to Willow in a happy, upbeat "goo goo goo goo good girl" voice. 
Sound genuinely pleased. 

3.​ Your calm, happy energy tells her: "My leader isn't worried, so I don't need to be". 
This overrides her instinct to panic. 

When [It's time to let her sniff] →  

Do: 

1.​ You choose when and where. Walk with purpose to a specific spot. 
2.​ Stop walking and release all tension on the leash. 
3.​ Give her a release cue, like “Go ahead”. 
4.​ Let her sniff as her reward for good walking. When you're ready, say "Let's go" 

and start walking with purpose again. 

 



 
 

When [You are entering the house after a walk] → ​
Do: 

1.​ You go in first. Never let her drag you or rush through the door. 
2.​ Have her wait at the threshold. Use your body to block her. 
3.​ Wait for her to offer a calm behavior, like a sit or making eye contact. 
4.​ Once she is calm, invite her in with an “Okay, come in”. 

When [You want to begin integrating Willow and the cat] → ​
Do [This Protocol]: 

1.​ Start with Management: Have Willow on a leash, lying on her bed next to you. 
2.​ Introduce the Cat Safely: Have another person bring the cat into the room in a 

carrier. Place it at a safe distance. 
3.​ Correct Fixation: The moment Willow stares or fixates on the cat, give a sharp, 

verbal correction: "Hey!" 
4.​ Reward Calm: As soon as she disengages from the cat and relaxes, praise her 

calmly. 
5.​ Practice in Short Bursts: Do this for about an hour for 3-4 nights, until she is 

consistently ignoring the cat. 

New Language We’re Teaching 

●​ “Hey!” – This is our interrupter. It’s a sharp, attention-getting sound, not an angry 
yell. It means, “Stop what you’re doing and check in with me”.​
+1 

●​ “Bed” – This means go to your designated safe spot and settle down. It’s a job 
to do when she feels anxious. 

●​ “Go ahead” – This is a release cue that tells Willow she is now free to sniff and 
be a dog. It’s her reward for polite walking. 

 



 
Foundations We Installed 

●​ Thresholds: You learned to be the first one through the door, teaching Willow to 
wait for permission. This establishes your home as your space, where you make 
the rules. 

●​ Calm Leash Handling: We worked on walking with a loose leash, using a quick 
"Hey!" and a leash pop to correct pulling, rather than maintaining constant 
tension. 

●​ The “Security Sandwich” Walk: We practiced walking with Willow positioned 
between two people, creating a powerful feeling of safety for her. 

●​ Structured Sniffing: We established the "work/reward" system on the walk. 
When you're walking, you're working. When you stop, she gets her reward: a sniff 
break that you initiated. 

●​ Calm Energy Before Meals: We demonstrated how placing food on the floor 
teaches a dog that food isn't something to guard. It becomes a calm, low-value 
event. 

Your Homework 

●​ Practice the Walk: Go on multiple short, successful walks every day. Focus on 
the loose-leash technique and the structured sniff breaks. 

●​ Master the Threshold: Every single time you enter or exit the house, practice 
the threshold rule. You go first, she waits for permission. 

●​ Set Up a “Bed”: Choose a location for Willow’s bed where she can’t see the 
front door. If she gets pacey or anxious inside, calmly send her to her bed. 

●​ Practice the Cat Introduction (Phase 1): For the next week, practice the 
cat-in-a-crate protocol nightly. Correct all fixation with "Hey!" and reward calm 
behavior. 

●​ "Poop-Free Zone" Lawn Care (Spring/Summer): Remember the tip for the 
warmer months: sprinkle Willow's kibble in the areas of the lawn where you don’t 
want her to poop. 

●​ Gear Adjustment: Ditch the head halter. It's a great tool, but not for this 
situation. I recommend the EZ-Walker—it's a much better tool for controlling her 
center of gravity. 

●​ Link: https://www.petsafe.com/product/easy-walk-harness/ 

https://www.petsafe.com/product/easy-walk-harness/


 
Pro Tips to Keep Going 

●​ On Consistency: "As soon as I feel the leash tighten on my hand, I don't even 
have to look at my dog... she learns that if there's tension, she has to adjust. But 
you have to teach her that.” 

●​ On Your Energy: Your biggest job is to manage your own fear. If you tense up, 
she will too. If you project calm confidence, she will learn to borrow it from you. 

●​ On Progress: Dogs live in the moment. Willow isn't holding a grudge about the 
new rules. Each time you interact is a fresh opportunity to reinforce the new 
dynamic. 

When to Reach Out 

●​ If her reactivity toward dogs or the cat gets worse or doesn't improve after a few 
weeks of consistent practice. 

●​ When you feel confident with Phase 1 of the cat introductions and are ready to 
book the next session to work on the next steps. 

●​ When you feel confident with the walk and are ready to join a pack walk to 
practice her skills in a controlled group setting. 

●​ If you have any questions about the harness or other tools. 

Final Note 

Today was a massive success. You saw a different version of Willow—a calmer, more 
confident dog who was looking to you for answers. This is a journey, but you've already 
proven you have what it takes to be the leader she needs. 
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