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How to Select the 
Right Dog Training 
Equipment

Here's an overview of the 
various types of collars, 
leashes and harnesses you 
can choose for your dog.
One bright spring Sunday, my husband and I took 
a motorcycle trip through Virginia, stopping in the 
dog-friendly town of Leesburg for lunch. As we ate, 
I watched a steady stream of leashed dogs walk 
by our restaurant window. Before long, I noticed a 
strange consistency: every single dog was wearing 
a prong collar. The sun dimmed a little for me, 
because I cannot imagine a training situation for 
which I would be willing to use a prong collar - 
and I certainly wouldn’t use one as an everyday 
dog-walking tool. But the collars appeared to be 
commonly accepted and used in that community.
 
A roomful of dog trainers will never agree on the 
best equipment for walking, training, or exercising 
a dog. If you restrict membership in the room to 
“positive” trainers you’ll find more agreement, 
but you’ll still be a long way from unanimity. Even 
with a shared dog-friendly training philosophy, 
experiences with and opinions of various training 
tools will differ. How do you decide which training 
equipment is right for you and your dog?

IT'S YOUR RESPONSIBILITY
First, understand that you, alone, are responsible 
for choosing appropriate, humane, effective 
training equipment for your dog - not Whole Dog 
Journal, your trainer, spouse, your dog’s breeder, 
or acquaintances from the dog park. It’s your 
responsibility to make sure that the equipment 
fits your dog properly, and that it does not hurt or 
stress your dog. Ask for the opinion of dog-friendly 

professionals you trust, but don’t be pressured into 
using any gear that appears to bother your dog 
if you want him to trust you and enjoy your time 
together. 

Next, you need to think about your dog training 
philosophy and mission, as these will at least 
partly dictate what sort of training tools you’ll 
consider. The more committed you are to your own 
training mission, the easier the decisions become 
about which tools you’re willing to use; either 
they’re congruent with your philosophy, or they’re 
not. 

For example, if you, like me, are strongly 
committed to positive, “do no harm” training, 
you’ll automatically rule out the use of training 
tools that are designed to inflict discomfort on the 
dog. Tools that positive trainers choose to use most 
often are generally neutral at their worst, and at 
best, positively reinforcing. 
My professional mission is to train animals and 
their humans using modern, effective methods 

Here's the goal: A happy, confident, well-behaved 
dog who understands how to elicit praise and 
rewards from his happy, positive owner. His collar 
and leash are essentially a backup safety device to 
keep him attached to his owner — not necessarily 
to physically control or restrain him.
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based on sound scientific principles of learning 
and behavior, with an overriding emphasis on 
positive reinforcement. Whole Dog Journal’s mission 
statement says, “The methods we discuss will 
endeavor to do no harm to dogs; we do not advocate 
perpetrating even minor transgressions in the name 
of ‘greater good.’” 

TOOLS AND FOOLS
Some people will argue that all training tools 
are neutral – that it’s the way they are used that 
can cause pain or harm to a dog. These people 
sometimes say, “It’s not the tool, it’s the fool . . .” 
suggesting that if a “fool” chooses to use equipment 
harshly, it’s not the fault of the equipment. 

Perhaps. However, it’s a plain and simple fact that 
some tools are designed and built to be strongly 
aversive to the dog, some mildly aversive, and still 
others are designed to be non-aversive. 

In behavioral science, the term aversive is defined 
as something the subject (in this case, a dog) will 
work to avoid, and a reinforcer is something the 
dog will work to obtain. Positive training rests 
solidly on the philosophy that it’s more effective 
and more humane to award primary and secondary 
reinforcers for desirable behaviors, rather than apply 
aversives for undesirable ones. In other words, we 

seek to set the dog up for success and teach him 
what to do, instead of setting him up to make 
mistakes and teaching him what not to do. 

Note that it doesn’t matter that you think cheese 
is delicious; if your dog spits it out, it’s not a 
reinforcer for him, and if you try to use it to reward 
him your training will fail. The same principle 
applies to pats on the head, praise, or anything 
else you use to reward your dog. If he likes it, it’s a 
reinforcer. If he doesn’t, it’s not. The solution to a 
reinforcer that doesn’t work is to find something 
more reinforcing. 

On the other side of the coin, if something you do 
to the dog doesn’t cause him enough discomfort 
that he works to avoid it, it will fail as an aversive. 
For example, if your dog pulls, and you put a choke 
collar on him, but aren’t willing or able to jerk the 
leash strongly enough to be aversive to the dog, 
the dog will keep pulling. This is why so many 
dogs pull, gagging and choking on the end of their 
choke collars. 

Here’s the problem: The only way to make an 
ineffective aversive more effective is to cause more 
discomfort - a tactic that actually encourages 
escalating levels of force or pain in order to achieve 
training goals. Enter the prong collar and the 
shock collar, which are designed to deliver more 
discomfort to the dog with less handler effort. 

We’ve presented many articles in Whole Dog Journal 
that explain why we promote positive training. 
Some of the risks of aversive techniques are listed 
in “The Potential Pitfalls of Punishment,” below. 
You have to decide what techniques and tools are 
right for training and handling your dog, based on 
your unique training philosophy. 

To help you analyze which tools are most likely 
to help you, without hurting your dog, I’ll share 
my professional opinions about the tools most 
commonly recommended by positive trainers, 
always with an eye to whether their intended 
function is neutral, reinforcing, or aversive, and 
how they may be, in fact, perceived by the dog.

BASIC LEASHES
Cotton, leather, and nylon leashes are designed 
to be neutral, and most dogs appear to perceive 
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Don't get distracted by pretty colors or marketing 
claims! Understand the training equipment that 
you're buying — and using —  on your dog.
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them that way, at least initially. If your dog makes 
a positive association with the leash (leash means 
walk – YAY!) then it can be used as a reinforcer. 
Your dog can learn to work (sit) for the leash if he 
learns that “sit” means the leash appears, which 
makes a walk happen. If the leash is used as a tug 
toy (as widely practiced by some agility trainers), 
then the positive association is “leash means play!” 
and leash-play is a reinforcer for good or excellent 
behavior on the agility course. 

A leash can also be an aversive, if a dog makes an 
association between wearing the leash and being 
punished during training or while walking. 

For some dogs, the positive associations of going 
for a walk or training can outweigh the negative 
associations of aversive tools sometimes used in 
walking or training. The dog may still enjoy the 
activity, although perhaps not as fully as if the 
aversives weren’t in use.

RETRACTABLE LEASHES
The retractable leash is commonly seen on trails, 
in dog parks, and on city streets. Invented in 
Germany, the leash consists of a plastic handle in 
which a spring-loaded cord is stored. When the 
dog moves away from the owner, the cords unreels 
anywhere from 15 to 30 feet, depending on the 
model; when the dog moves toward the owner the 
cord retracts into the handle. The owner can lock 
the leash at any time by pushing a button on the 
handle. 

While it is neutral by design, as a tool, the 
retractable leash can be detrimental to training a 
dog to display polite leash manners. It teaches a 
dog that pulling against the tension of the spring-
loaded cord frequently gets reinforced with greater 
freedom. A handler can eliminate this inadvertent 
reward by locking the button, preventing the leash 
from paying out more cord – then he may as well 
use a regular leash! 

Retractable leashes also send the dog confusingly 
mixed messages: sometimes you have to stay 
close; sometimes you can go 30 feet away. This 
plainly encourages dogs to pull frequently to test 
the distance allowed at any given time. I don’t 
recommend their use. 

The concerns mentioned above about long lines 
also apply to retractable leads. Here are some 
additional caveats: 

■ If the line does get wrapped around dog or 
human, the narrow cord can cause serious injury – 
burns, cuts, even amputation of digits. 
■ Unlike a long line, which must constantly be 
managed, it’s easy for an owner to be inattentive 
to the retractable leash, since it manages itself. 
Inattentive users may inadvertently allow their 
dogs to do inappropriate things, like rudely 
approaching other dogs and people. 
■ The handle can be cumbersome to hold and is 
easily dropped. When dropped, the clatter can 
frighten the dog, and if he bolts, he is chased by 
the loud, clattering handle. This can pose a disaster 
for a frightened dog!

STRETCH LEASHES
Some have built-in elastic pieces; others are 
comprised of a length of stretchy rubber tubing. 
The elasticity is meant to absorb the impact that 
occurs when your dog hits the end of the leash 
with his body weight. Used carefully, this feature 
might minimize or prevent damage to your dog’s 
trachea. 
However, these leashes are usually marketed as 
a way to decrease your dog’s pulling behavior. 
If it does succeed in doing that (which may be 
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Retractable leashes sound like a great idea, but they 
can give mixed messages to dogs and need to be 
used carefully.
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Limited-Slip 
Collar

doubtful) it does so by working as a mild aversive. 
This is confirmed by makers of the products; we 
found the following statements in ads or packages 
for products of this type: 

“Made from latex that will stretch to more than six 
feet in length; this stretching continuously, gently 
corrects your pet.” 

“As your dog pulls, the leash stretches, and the 
resistance your pet experiences teaches them [sic] 
not to tug anymore.” 

“While softening the shock against the dog’s  
neck, reducing the risk of throat and spinal 
injuries, the leash delivers an effective  
correction and release.” 

Note the use of terms such as “correction” and 
“teaches them not to” (our emphasis). These  
are your clues that the intent of the product is to 
teach the dog what not to do (not pull) rather than 
to reinforce the desired behavior and thereby teach 
him what to do (walk politely). Remember that 
this is the basic philosophical difference between 
positive training and training with aversives.

LONG LINES
Many long-line products are available, from light 
lines (thin nylon cords) to long lines (flat cotton or 
nylon) that range in length from 10 to 60 feet or 
more. Long lines are neutral tools that can be given 
a reinforcing or aversive association for your dog, 
depending on how they’re used. 

In general, the purpose of a long line is to give 
your dog more freedom while still maintaining 
control – very useful when you’re working to 
generalize a reliable recall, or just to give your 
dog more exercise. When used with proper safety 
precautions, I find they fit nicely into my training 
philosophy. My cautions include: 

■ Long lines should not be used where the line 
might pose a tripping or tangling danger to other 
dogs or humans. 
■ Be careful not to let your dog run full-speed into 
the end of a long line for fear of injury to his spine. 
■ Don’t let go! If your dog runs off into the woods 
dragging a long line, he can get tangled and 
trapped.

FLAT COLLARS
Buckle or snap; nylon, cloth, or leather; this is a 
neutral, inoffensive tool. Its primary purpose is for 
hanging ID tags; providing an attachment for a 
leash is its secondary use. Of course, “the fool” can 
misuse a flat collar, but it’s not intended to be used 
aversively. 

The potential for misuse of a flat collar includes 
forgetting to adjust it as your dog grows (shelters 
around the country come upon dogs with ingrown 
collars from time to time – grounds for cruelty 
charges); yanking on the leash to “correct” your 
dog; and adjusting it too loosely around your dog’s 
neck so that he can back out of it and escape. 

LIMITED-SLIP COLLARS
Also called a martingale or Greyhound collar, 
the limited-slip collar is a flat collar with a loop 
incorporated into the product so the collar 
tightens around the dog’s neck if he tries to back 
out of it - a maneuver that some dogs are quite 



Head Collar/
Halter
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skilled at performing. Properly adjusted, the collar 
tightens just to the size of the dog’s neck, and 
doesn’t cause choking. 

Limited-slip collars are especially useful for dogs 
with narrow heads, who can easily slip out of 
even a moderately tight collar. I recommend them 
to some of my clients, and we use one on our 
Australian Shepherd, who came to us with a well-
practiced collar-slipping maneuver in her behavior 
repertoire.

HEAD COLLARS/HALTERS
Hailed as a positive training tool when it first 
arrived on the scene in the mid 1990s, the head 
halter has stirred much discussion among trainers. 
This tool works like a halter on a horse; it controls 
the dog’s head, and where the head goes, the body 
must follow. Some halter proponents suggest 
that it also mimics the sensation of a mother dog 
carrying her puppy by the scruff, and that this 
function calms the dog wearing the halter. I’m 
not convinced, and I haven’t seen any studies to 
support this hypothesis. 

To the human perception, the head halter appears 
much more positive than a chain, prong, or shock 
collar around a dog’s neck. To a significant number 
of dogs, however, the halter seems to be at least 
mildly (and in many cases greatly) aversive. Most 
dogs need to be desensitized to a head halter 
prior to actual use. If you put it on without a 
gradual introduction and lots of association with 
a reinforcer (treats!) you’re likely to get lots of 

resistance from the dog - pawing and clawing at 
the halter, bucking against the leash, and attempts 
to rub it off. Many dogs, even when they’ve 
accepted it, will still try to rub it off if given the 
opportunity. 

In addition, the head halter tends to suppress 
behavior and subdue the wearer. People often 
mistake “subdued” for “calm.” If your dog’s whole 
personality changes – his tail droops, his eyes lose 
their sparkle – then you’re looking at a subdued 
dog, not a calm one. There may be times when 
that’s useful, but a positive training program 
generally avoids behavior suppression and 
encourages the dog to offer behaviors that can be 
reinforced. There are a number of different models 
of head halter. Each new design that comes on the 
scene purports to be more easily accepted by the 
dog. That tells you something! 

This is one of the training tools that positive 
trainers disagree about. I still have head halters in 
my supply cabinet and may find a rare occasion 
to use one, but I generally encourage clients to 
consider other options. Other trainers rely heavily 
on head halters, and report very little problem with 
acclimating their clients’ dogs to them. As always, 
your dog is the one who should decide. If he tells 
you he finds it aversive, listen. 

One of the concerns about head halter use is the 
potential for injury to the dog’s spine if he lunges 
at the end of the leash and the halter pulls his 
head sideways. Until recently, the inventor of the 
original design stoutly asserted that there were no 
proven cases of injury related to head halter use. In 
2007, one clearly verifiable incident was reported 
of a dog suffering injury to the nervous system as a 
direct result of the head halter. The dog ultimately 
recovered. 

WALKING HARNESSES
A well-fitted walking harness presents little in the 
way of aversive application. It’s an excellent option 
to prevent pressure on and damage to the trachea 
– useful for dogs who have suffered tracheal injury, 
as well as dogs in general. 

Because it is so comfortable, a walking harness can 
actually contribute to the reinforcement of pulling 
behavior, especially if the human on the other end 
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of the leash allows the dog to move forward while 
pulling. Because the harness straps distribute 
pressure across the dog’s chest, discomfort is mild, 
if it exists at all, and it’s easy for the dog to pull. 
That’s why they use harnesses for sled dogs! 

Another consideration is that the leash usually 
attaches to a ring on the harness at the middle of 
the dog’s back, which gives the human very little 
control of the dog’s front end. Properly used in 
training, with reinforcement for appropriate leash 
behavior, a walking harness can complement a 
positive training program. 

Some walking harnesses offer a ring in front, at the 
dog’s chest, similar to front-clip control harnesses. 
That may be a good choice for the dog who does 
well in a walking harness but tends to pull.

NO-PULL SQUEEZE HARNESSES 
This type of harness has straps that tighten around 
the dog’s front legs when he pulls. There are several 
different brands, but they all function similarly. 
This tool may be mildly aversive, or simply provide 
a novel sensation that causes the dog to slow 
down. Either way, in order to be effective, the 
trainer must reinforce the improved leash behavior 
provided by the dog’s response to pressure, or the 
dog tends to fairly quickly learn to pull despite the 
pressure. 

In the models I’ve seen, the leash attaches to a 
ring on the dog’s back, again giving little control 
of the front end. Dogs don’t seem to find them 
particularly aversive, but I’m not sure they’re 
particularly effective.

FRONT-CLIP CONTROL HARNESSES
This training tool offers one significant advantage 

over most walking harnesses: The leash attaches 
to a ring at the front of the dog’s chest, providing 
better control of the dog’s front end. (See 
related article on page 13 for more detailed 
information.)

The majority of dogs accept this tool without 
protest, and for many, there is an instantaneous 
and significant decrease in pulling and increase 
in owner control. Combined with reinforcement 
for polite walking, this is my positive tool of 
choice for dogs who pull. 

That said, it’s not the right tool for all dogs. 
A small percentage of dogs do object to the 
harness. Also, some dogs are difficult to fit, and 
others experience chafing under the front legs 
where the straps can rub. Attaching your leash 
to the front ring of a regular walking harness 
(some have it, some don’t – shop carefully!) may 
be a better choice for dogs who have trouble 
with the front-clip control version.

THE ANSWER IS . . .
Again, you have to decide which equipment best 
suits your dog. Keep the pros and cons of each 
training tool in mind, be true to your training 
philosophy, listen to and respect your dog, and 
let the sun shine.  

Walking Harness
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The Safest Types 
of Collars (and the 
Most Dangerous)

There are many kinds 
of training equipment 
available today that 
comply with positive 
training methods, and are 
not abrasive to dogs.
What type of collar should your dog wear? It 
depends on your dog, your personal taste, and 
your training goals, philosophies, and needs. But 
from our force-free perspective, there are some 
types of collars we wholeheartedly endorse, some 
we support with caution, and some that we 
regard as unnecessary and risky.

THE MOST DANGEROUS DOG COLLARS
Let’s get these out of the way first. We 
recommend that you never use collars that are 
designed to work through the application of pain, 
discomfort, or aversive sensations, including:

■ Choke chains
■ Prong collars
■ Shock collars (training or no-bark)
■ Citronella spray collars
■ Any other collar designed to force compliance.

There are numerous current marketing attempts 
to make these collars more palatable to the 
public, including attractive, colorful cloth covers 
for prong collars, rubber tips for the prongs, and 
euphemisms for shock that range for “stim” and 
“tickle” to “e-collar” and “e-touch.”

In fact, shock-collar sales reps are quite skilled 
at convincing their clients that the application 

of an electrical stimulation doesn’t really hurt, 
while old-fashioned trainers are equally skilled 
at convincing these clients that the use of force is 
necessary to train a dog properly. Don’t be fooled. 
Shock hurts. And recent studies overwhelmingly 
support the position that, while old-fashioned, 
force-based training methods can work, they also 
come with a significant risk of causing injury 
(choke chains are known to damage canine 
tracheas) and creating behavioral problems, 
especially fear and aggression. 

These tools and the old-fashioned ways they are 
typically used often result in shutting dogs down 
– not something we want to see in our dogs. In 
contrast, we value confident dogs who are willing 
to offer behavior, something that many dogs who 
have been trained with behavior-suppressing 
methods don’t often do.

COLLARS FOR SPECIAL SITUATIONS: NOT 
APPROPRIATE FOR EVERY DOG
Here are the products we would support the use 
of, in just the right situation, and in the right 
hands.

Head Halters or Head Collars
While there are many different varieties and 
brands of head collars, they all function by 

We recommend that you never use a prong collar, 
which is designed to work through the application 
of pain and discomfort.
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moving the point of attachment from the dog’s 
neck to the dog’s head. This gives the handler 
greater physical control of the dog’s head – and 
where the head goes, the body follows. A dog who 
is accustomed to pulling hard on leash with a 
conventional collar will find that he cannot easily 
pull while wearing a head collar.

Our first reservation about these collars is that 
many dogs (perhaps even the majority) find them 
mildly to extremely aversive. While they look 
kinder to us than prong and shock collars, if they 
are aversive to the dog, they are not a force-free 
training tool.

That said, if the handler takes enough time 
to properly condition a dog to a head collar, 
some dogs learn to accept the collars and seem 
reasonably comfortable with them. Other 
dogs dislike head halters no matter how much 
conditioning is done. You can see dogs who have 
worn these for years but still try to rub them off 
every chance they get.

Another concern about head halters is that they 
tend to shut down behavior, so you may think 
you’re seeing a behavior change when, in fact, the 
dog is so stressed by the head collar that he stops 
offering unwanted behaviors. In other words, 
the discomfort of the collar just suppresses the 
behaviors you don’t like; he hasn’t learned to 
exhibit the behaviors you enjoy more in order to 
earn rewards from you. If you try this collar with 
your dog, be prepared to discover that your dog 
is one of the many for whom it is not appropriate 
because it is aversive.

Our final reservation has to do with the fact that 
this tool can be used to severely injure a dog if 
used improperly. A handler must never yank or 
pull hard on the leash, or allow the dog to hit the 
end of the leash with force when it’s attached 
to a head halter. Doing so can badly injure the 
dog’s neck or even paralyze him. It’s critical that 
handlers are taught how to use this tool properly: 
gently and with great awareness.

Slip Lead / Show Lead /Loop Lead
These are collars of convenience, often used by 
animal shelters and rescues, but also often in 
conformation showing. A slip lead is actually a 

leash/collar combination, made of a length of 
nylon or leather with a handle at one end and a 
ring at the other. The leash is pulled through the 
ring to form a slip collar at one end. This means 
that, like a choke chain, the collar part can tighten 
without limit, so there is potential for choking the 
dog.

Because dogs in shelters often must be moved 
quickly without time for collar fitting, this can 
be an acceptable brief use. (A product with all 
the convenience and less risk than the slip lead 
is the martingale variety of the show lead, which 
can tighten only to a specified point; martingale 
collars are covered below). If shelter dogs are 
to be taken for “real” walks, more appropriate 
equipment, such as flat collars or front-clip 
harnesses, should be used.

Show dogs are presumably trained to walk with 
their handlers, so while those collars sometimes 
look tight around a dog’s neck, it’s unlikely the 
dog is pulling on them the way an untrained dog 
might on a choke chain.

The slip leads used in shelters and rescues are 
generally workmanlike and made of sturdy 
nylon. In contrast, the ones used in shows are 
usually made with lightweight leather, nylon, or 
a thin chain. However, the function is the same, 
and they all have some potential to choke and 
cause trachea damage if a dog pulls hard and 
persistently, or if the handler jerks on them, in a 
way that they were not intended to be used.

WDJ's FAVORITE COLLARS
Without getting name-brand specific, here are 
the types of collars we do like – and why.

Flat Collar
Your basic flat collar offers you many choices: 
leather, nylon, cloth; in solid colors, patterns, 
floral, embroidered, holiday-themed, bejeweled, 
reflective, glowing, padded; and with buckle 
or snap fasteners. You can even order collars 
embroidered with your phone number, in case 
your dog goes astray. A properly fitted flat collar 
allows you to slip two fingers under the collar 
(perpendicular to the dog’s neck).

The flat collar is great for everyday use, such as 
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holding ID tags and perhaps for general walking 
and training purposes. If your dog is a dedicated 
puller, however, a front-clip control harness is a 
better choice for walks and training, until she 
learns how reinforcing it is to stay close to you.

See related material on page 13 of this eBook for 
Whole Dog Journal‘s harness recommendations if 
you think your dog is ready for one.

Martingale Collar
Also called a “limited slip” collar, the martingale 
has a loop that allows the collar to tighten 
somewhat, but isn’t intended to choke or give 
“corrections.” The primary purpose of this collar 
is to prevent your dog from backing out of the 
collar, as some dogs learn to do with a flat collar. 
The loop allows the collar to hang comfortably 
until the dog pulls back, then the loop tightens 
just enough to keep it from sliding over the dog’s 
head.

Note: Because the loop can get caught on objects, 
this collar should only be on the dog under 
supervision, not left on all the time.

Martingale collars are also commonly called 
“Greyhound collars,” as they are frequently used 
with this breed, whose narrow heads make it 
easy for them to slip out of flat collars. However, 
a martingale collar can also more securely hold 
thick-necked dogs, such as Bulldogs, whose necks 
are as wide as their heads are large.

The martingale collar should be fitted so that 
when the dog pulls it tightens just enough to 
prevent the dog from backing out of it, but not so 
tight that it chokes or restricts breathing in any 
way.

Safety or Breakaway Dog Collars
The "KeepSafe Break-Away Safety Collar from 
Petsafe" has a mechanism that releases under 
pressure, to prevent accidental hanging if it gets 
snagged on something, or choking when two 
dogs are wrestling and playing collar-grab. 

The double-ring feature allows you to attach a 
leash without triggering the breakaway function 
even if your dog pulls hard. This can be a very 
useful collar, especially if your dog plays with 

other dogs who think it's fun to grab collars.

The downside is, if you have to grasp the collar 
suddenly in an emergency, it will come open and 
pull free from your dog’s neck. Therefore, while 
it can be useful, it does have limited application, 
and should not be used if you are in an open 
space where you may need to grab the collar.

COLLARS FOR UNIQUE SITUATIONS
Dogs who have extremely thin coats may benefit 
from wearing a fleece-lined collar, which won’t 
rub their hair off like many other materials can. 
Our favorite fleece-lined collars come from Planet 
Dog. Note that the fleece collars don’t come in a 
size suitable for tiny dogs, however.

Big, strong dogs who are allowed to pull strongly 
on leash, such as some dogs who work in law 
enforcement, tracking, and personal protection, 
are generally fitted with extra-wide collars, which 
disperse the pressure over a wider area on the 
wearer’s neck to prevent injury. Buckles on these 
collars are generally made with one or two metal 
tongues, rather than plastic or metal side-release 
buckles, for greatest strength. Check out the 
offerings from Blocky Dogs (blockydogs.com).

Extremely thin-coated dogs like Greyhounds can 
benefit from careful collar selection to make sure 
that the material doesn't rub their hair off.
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It can also be difficult to find collars that fit tiny 
dogs well – and often, when you do find a really 
small collar, the ring is so tiny that it’s hard to 
attach a leash or ID tag. We like this source for 
stylish small-dog collars.

Nix the jingling! We like collars that can be 
ordered with your contact information stitched 
right into the fabric, like these washable, durable 
bamboo collars from snazzyfido.com.

AVOID THESE COMMON COLLAR DANGERS
Even the best collars have the potential to cause 
harm to your dog if not used wisely. Here are 
some tips and cautions for proper, safe collar use:

■ Don’t Leave Collars on Unattended Dogs
Any collar left on an unattended dog has the 
potential to catch on something and hang the 
dog. In fact, some agility and barn hunt venues 
don’t allow dogs to wear collars while they are 
running the course, for fear that the collar could 

get caught on something. It is also possible for a 
dog to get her lower jaw caught in the collar.

While hanging potential is greatest with a choke 
collar (yes, this sadly happened to a St. Bernard 
of mine when I was young and too dumb to 
know better), it can also happen with regular flat 
collars. I do leave flat collars on my dogs – the 
tradeoff is that if you remove collars, your dog 
has no visible identification and may be harder to 
capture if she does somehow escape. You have to 
decide what hazard is a more likely threat to your 
dog’s safety.

■ Don’t Leave Collars on Playing Dogs
Dogs who are playing together can get tangled 
in each other’s collars, especially if they engage 
in mouthy play. This, also, happened to one of 
my dogs: while Darby and Keli were playing, Keli 
got her jaw caught under Darby’s collar and then 
spun around, twisting the collar so that Darby 
was being choked. Fortunately, I was able to pick 
up Keli and un-spin her, releasing the tension 
on the collar and allowing the dogs to separate. 
Neither dog was harmed – but it could have been 
significantly worse. Dogs have broken their jaws, 
and others have choked to death in this way.

If you feel you must leave a collar on your dog 
when he’s playing with other dogs – say, at a dog 
park – make sure it has a quick-release buckle, or 
better yet is a safety or breakaway collar, which 
will release under pressure.

■  Watch Out for Tags on Collars
Dangling tags can catch on crate wires and heater 
vents. You can tape tags to the collar so they 
don’t dangle, or look for a dog tag “pocket” that 
holds the collars flat against the collar. Slide-on 
ID tags are available from a variety of sources. 
Alternatively, you can use a collar with your 
number stitched on it, or use a light-weight ring 
for the tags that will bend and release under 
pressure.

NOW GO FIND THE PERFECT COLLAR!
If you need help deciding what’s best for you 
and your dog, find a good force-free trainer who 
can guide you in making collar decisions that 
are compatible with your training goals and 
philosophy.  

Dangling tags can catch on things. You can tape 
tags to the collar so they don’t dangle, or look 
for a dog tag “pocket” that holds the collars flat 
against the collar. Slide-on ID tags are available 
from a variety of sources. 
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How to Harness 
the Power!

Front-clip harnesses can 
help you manage a strong-
pulling dog while you work 
to improve his on-leash 
behavior. We’ve reviewed a 
dozen products for safety, 
comfort, and effectiveness.

For dogs who pull on leash, I have long preferred 
harnesses over choke chains, prong collars, shock 
collars, and even flat collars and head halters. 
When the first dedicated front-clip no-pull harness 
(the SENSE-ation Harness) arrived on the market 
over a decade ago, I was an instant fan of the 
leash-attachment ring on the harness strap that 
goes across the front of the dog’s chest. With a 
properly fitted harness and gentle pressure on the 
leash (clipped to a ring on the dog’s chest), even a 
physically challenged handler could turn a pulling 
dog’s front end back toward her – and reinforce the 
dog for slacking the leash in this way – helping the 
dog learn not to pull.

Many other force-free trainers also embraced the 
new design as a huge improvement over head 
halters, which were clearly aversive to many dogs. 
In contrast, most dogs seem to accept the front-clip 
harness instantly, with only a very small population 
who seem to find the harness aversive. 

In my experience, most dogs who object to the 
harness are sensitive to touch and/or handling, and 
it’s the process of putting the harness on, rather 
than wearing the harness, that they object to.
In the years since the SENSE-ation Harness made 
its debut, an overwhelming number of additional 

front-clip harnesses have been introduced and an 
ever-increasing number of people now use these 
products. Some owners of dogs who tend to pull 
on-leash use these harnesses to prevent potential 
harm from excessive pressure on their dogs’ 
tracheas. Many others seek out these harnesses 
primarily for use as management tools that 
lend a mechanical advantage, allowing a small 
or physically challenged person to safely walk a 
hard-pulling dog. 

As a dog trainer, I’d strongly prefer for owners to 
learn how to teach their dogs not to pull – but I’m 
also cognizant that unless an owner feels secure 
in her ability to control the dog, she will tend to 
avoid taking the dog out on walks for training. 
No-pull harnesses provide, in my experience, 
the least harmful way to give many owners the 
window of opportunity to reinforce – and thereby 
train – polite leash walking. 

FRONT-CLIP CRITICISM (AND FIXES)
However, given their popularity, and a 
prevalent lack of attention to proper fit and 
adjustment, it’s now common to see dogs 
in obvious discomfort in poorly fit front-clip 
harnesses that interfere with their movement, 

Balance Harness



The Whole Dog Journal™ Guide to Collars, Leashes and Harnesses — 14	 www.whole-dog-journal.com

even when they are walking without pulling. 
And some veterinarians and veterinary physical 
therapists say they have seen an increase in 
dogs who have suffered injuries or chronic pain 
from these harnesses. 

Fortunately, a number of front-clip harnesses 
have been developed specifically to address 
the concerns about the potential physical 
effects of undue pressure from a harness on 
a dog’s shoulders, possibly interfering with 
gait and physical development. With so many 
new products on the market, we figured it was 
about time for WDJ to review the broad range 
of front-clip harnesses currently available. We 
asked our own clients, fellow trainers, and their 
clients to recommend their favorite products, 
and selected the most-recommended to review.

GENERAL REMARKS
All the harnesses we reviewed work reasonably 
well to mitigate pulling by putting tension on the 
front of the dog’s chest; many also offer back-clip 
options. These products can be used with a leash 
that has clips at both ends; the handler can use 
pressure on the back-attachment point to guide 
the dog when she’s not pulling, and control her 
pressure on the front attachment point if she 
begins to pull.

All of the harnesses slipped sideways to some 

degree when pressure was applied, but some 
slipped significantly more than others, increasing 
discomfort and chafing for the dog. In addition, 
the front straps on some of the products sagged 
significantly; we found this to be particularly true 
of the models with straps that cross the dog’s 
chest horizontally. Reportedly, straps that sag (or 

WDJ’s Top-rated front-clip harnesses

Rating 
PRODUCT
Company information Price Sizes Colors Fit Function

 
 

Balance Harness
Blue-9 Pet Products, Maquoketa, IA 
(563) 293-5999
blue-9.com

$38 to $40 Five sizes, 

XS to L

Five color 
choices for 
back strap 
(the rest is 
black).

Easy to put on over the 
head – colored strap goes 
on the top.

Six adjustment points, no shoulder 
restriction. Works very well to reduce 
pulling, with almost no slippage or 
gapping.

 
 

Front Range Harness
Ruffwear, Bend, OR
(888) 783-3932
ruffwear.com

$40 Five sizes, 
from XXS to 
L/XL.

Six color 
choices.

Four adjustment points, 
very easy to put on over 
the head. 

This harness worked well to control 
pulling, and the attachment point moved 
only slightly off-center with use, moving 
promptly back to center when pulling 
ceased. 

 
 

Perfect fit Modular Fleece Harness
Clean Run Productions, South Hadley, MA
(800) 311-6503
cleanrun.com

$45 - $70 Straps come in 
three different 
widths, with 
four sizes 
offered in 
each width.

Six color 
choices for 
the top piece 
(the rest is 
black).

The best fit potential of all 
products reviewed. Five 
adjustment points. Easy 
to put on over the head 
– colored strap goes on 
the top.

The front connection point sits lower 
than in some other brands, helping this 
harness function better to control pulling 
than several of the other brands. It also 
gaps less.

Front Range  
Harness



The Whole Dog Journal™ Guide to Collars, Leashes and Harnesses — 15	 www.whole-dog-journal.com

are fitted too low) are a major source of injuries 
to dogs’ forelimb tendons, due to interference 
with the dog’s natural gait. Sagging chest straps 
can be reduced to some degree by clipping the 
leash to the dog’s collar as well as the front ring, 
but this remedy can reduce the effectiveness of 
the harness to mitigate the strength of the dog’s 
pulling. 

The harnesses with straps across the shoulders 
generally do a better job of reducing pulling, but 
we acknowledge that this advantage may not be 
enough to offset the concern for physical damage 
to the dog. 

TOP-RATED PRODUCTS (FOUR PAWS)
Our top-rated harnesses all fit well, with minimal 
sagging, sideways slipping, or gapping of the 
front strap. These strengths are due to the fact 
that all three are designed with a Y-shaped 
chest piece rather than a horizontal strap across 
the shoulder (the kind that reportedly causes 
discomfort and injury). All three are easy to put 
on the dog and are effective in reducing pulling. 
Despite some marketing claims, none of them 
“fixed” pulling in “just minutes” – all harnesses 
require some training in the process in order to 

truly teach a dog to walk politely on the leash.
Here are our three top-rated harnesses are 
presented in alphabetical order: 

Balance Harness
We like this well-designed, well-made harness 
a lot. Made by Blue-9 Pet Products, it offers two 
nice, large rings as attachment points, one in 
the front and one on the back, and adjusts in six 
places – more than any of the other products we 
reviewed. Every single strap that connects one 
piece of hardware to another adjusts individually: 
the left and right sides of the neck, the left and 
right sides of the chest, as well as the straps that 
connect the “collar” of the harness to the “girth” 
(one on the back of the dog’s neck and one that 
goes between his front legs); this enables an 
owner to get the fit just right.

To put it on the dog, you put the “collar” section 
over the dog’s head, pass the lower straps through 
the dog’s front legs, and snap them on both sides 
to the top strap (which is easy to identify and 
position, given its contrasting color). 

Pros: Good-quality materials, simple design. 
Very minimal sideways shifting of chest ring 
when leash pressure is applied. Girth strap can 
be adjusted far enough back to be well clear of 
armpits to avoid chafing.
cons: Seriously, we were hard-pressed to find 
anything to criticize one this harness; none.

Front Range Harness
Like all of Ruffwear’s products, their Front Range 
Harness is very attractive and well made, with 
heavy-duty hardware and double stitching 
throughout. It offers two leash-attachments 
points (front and back) and adjusts in four 
locations. It’s very easy to put on; just slip the 
collar section over the dog’s head, draw the straps 
between his front legs, and click the two long 
straps into the plastic buckles on either side.

The nylon straps are actually a bit thin, but 
because so much of the harness is well padded, 
this should not present a chafing issue.  We 
love the two places where a dog’s identifying 
information can be located: there is a pocket 
for the dog’s ID tag, and a write-on spot on the 
inside of the chest piece. 

Perfect Fit 
Harness
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Pros: No straps across the shoulders. Straps 
adjust easily. Nicely padded for uber-comfort, 
including padded tabs that insulate the dog’s skin 
from the plastic buckles to reduce chafing. 
cons: The front ring is small, and looks like a 
possible weak point; it looks vulnerable to failing 
due to pressure from a strong-pulling dog.

Perfect Fit Modular Fleece Harness
This harness is the most expensive one we 
reviewed, but is also one of the best made, best-
fitting, and most comfortable. 

The Perfect Fit is constructed from three pieces 
that are chosen individually, based on your dog’s 
unique measurements. The top, front, and girth 
pieces clip together to make a complete harness 
with two connection points, front and back, and 
five places where the straps can be adjusted. Even 
“tripod” dogs (those who are missing a front limb) 
can be successfully fitted with this harness.
The harness straps are available in three different 
widths, from 15 millimeters (a smidge more 
than half an inch) to 40 millimeters (a little more 
than 11/2 inches) wide. The bigger the dog you 

The rest of the front-clip harnesses

Rating 
PRODUCT
Company information Price Sizes Colors Fit Function

 
 

Freedom harness
Freedom No Pull Harness, Tuxedo Park, NY
(248) 321-5538 
freedomnopullharness.com

$30 Six sizes, from 
XSM to 2XLG. 

18 color 
choices.

Four adjustment points. 
Easy to put on over the 
head – colored strap goes 
on the top.

Works well to control pulling, with mild 
sagging and gapping. 

 
 

walk in sync
Walk in Sync, Inc., Basalt, CO
(970) 948-5418
dogwalkinsync.com

$60, 
includes 
harness 
and leash

Six sizes, from 
XS to Large.

Four color 
choices.

Five adjustment points. No 
straps across shoulders. 
Sits farther behind armpits, 
so less chance of rubbing.

Works well to control pulling. Very little 
slipping, no gapping. Leash is made with 
two padded grips that remind handler to 
keep her hands in a position that promotes 
loose-leash walking.

 sense-ation harness
Softouch Concepts, Union City, CA
(866) 305-6145
softouchconcepts.com

$25 - $31 Nine sizes, 
from Mini to 
XLarge.

Six color 
choices for 
the top and 
front pieces 
(the rest is 
black).

Four adjustment points. 
Easy to put on over the 
head – colored straps go 
on the top and in front. 

Works well to control pulling, but with 
moderate sagging and gapping.

 sure-fit harness
PetSafe (Radio Systems), Knoxville, TN
(866) 738-4379
petsafe.net

$16 - $21 Four sizes, 
from extra 
small to large.

Five color 
choices.

Five adjustment points. Works reasonably well to control pulling. 
No sagging and less gapping than several 
other brands. Can be confusing to put on.

 TTouch Harmony Harness
Tellington TTouch Training, Santa Fe, NM
(866) 488-6824
ttouch.com

$24 Six sizes, from 
XXS to XL.

Five color 
choices.

Five adjustment points. 
Single color makes it 
harder to determine top/
bottom. Easy to slip over 
head or snap around neck. 

This harness worked reasonably well to 
control pulling. The attachment point 
moved off-center easily with use, moved 
back to center when pulling ceased.

 Wonder Walker Body Halter
Dolan’s Dog Doodads, Seattle, WA
(206) 257-4518 
wonderwalkerbodyhalter.com

$26 Seven sizes, 
from tiny to 
extra large.

Nineteen 
color choices 
for the top 
piece (the 
rest is black).

Five adjustment points. 
Easy to put on over the 
head – colored strap goes 
on the top.

Rides higher than some across-the-
shoulder brands but still creates some 
shoulder pressure. Works reasonably well 
to control pulling, but leash-pressure 
causes significant gapping in the front, 
and lack of pressure causes sagging. 

DT Universal No-Pull Plus
dtdogcollars.com

$38 - $45 Four sizes, 
from XS to XL. 

Black only. Only two adjustment 
points. Very bulky.

Works reasonably well to control pulling. 
Straps bunch under pressure.

Easy walk harness
petsafe.net

$27 Eight sizes. Seven color 
choices.

Four adjustment points. 
One leash attachment.

Works reasonably well to control pulling. 
Worst sagging we experienced.

walk your dog with love
walkyourdogwithlove.com

$30 Seven sizes. Eight color 
choices.

Three adjustment points. 
One leash attachment. 

Works reasonably well to control pulling. 
Significant sagging and gapping. 
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are fitting, the wider the straps you will select. 
All three pieces that you select for your dog’s 
harness must be the same width. The top piece 
is easy to differentiate from the chest piece, as 
the top is always the colored one. (The black 
top piece has reflective stitching, so it can’t be 
confused with a black front piece.)

The Perfect Fit is easy to put on the dog. Just 
slide the collar section over his head, draw the 
straps between his front legs, and clip the plastic 
buckles on each side of his body to the top piece. 
The harness adjusts easily; the fifth adjustment 
location, on the strap that connects the “collar” 
of the harness to the “girth,” helps ensure that 
the girth can be positioned well behind to elbow 
to prevent chafing in the armpit.

Pros: Almost the entire harness is lined with 
soft fleece – not likely to chafe! The modular 
system allows for custom fitting for dogs of any 
size.
cons: Fleece may collect dirt and/or burrs, and 
may wear easily. At the high end of harness price 
range.

Three-PAW products
The harnesses that we rated with three paws also 
fit and functioned well, but either the quality of 
the materials used in these products was not as 
high or there were some challenges with straps 
twisting, making it more difficult to put the har-
nesses on.

Freedom Harness
This is the highest-rated product with a strap that 
crosses the dog’s chest and shoulders horizontally. 
The Freedom Harness has two points of attach-
ment (front and back) and adjusts in four places. 

Full disclosure: I have been using this harness at 
my training center for quite some time; it is my 
favorite of the across-the-shoulder harnesses for 
fit and quality. 

Pros: Made with soft nylon, cross-stitched 
everywhere, and sturdy hardware. Straps adjust 
easily. Straps that go under the dog’s “armpits” 
are velveteen, to prevent chafing. Martingale 
loop at back leash attachment helps keep 
harness tight and reduces slipping and gapping. 
cons: Straps go across shoulders. Design allows 
straps to twist; it can be challenging to untwist. 

Walk In Sync Harness
This well-made harness has two leash attachment 
points and adjusts in five places for a secure fit.

Pros: We like the reflectors on the harness and 
leash, and the two padded grips on the leash are 
terrific!
cons: All one color, along with significant ten-
dency for twisting straps, can make it challenging 
to put on properly. 

Two-Paw products
The following harnesses use cheaper materials 
and/or have more significant design and/or func-
tion flaws.

SENSE-ation Harness
Kudos to Softouch, the company that invented this, 
the original front-clip harness. 

Pros: Simple design, quality materials. Girth strap 
is a softer (polyester) material for comfort. Straps 
adjust easily.

Freedom Harness

Walk in Sync Harness
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cons: Strap across shoulders. Product literature 
claims it doesn’t put pressure on the shoulders, but 
it seems to us that it does. Buckle tends to end up 
in armpit and rub. 

Sure-Fit Harness
Although not marketed as a front-clip harness, 
the ring located at the chest of this harness can be 
used as one of two leash attachment points.

Pros: Made with quality materials. 
cons: The fact that this harness is made by a shock 
collar company (Radio Systems) prevents us from 
buying and using it. Also, straps twist easily, and 
solid color, multi-strap design can make it confus-
ing to put on. Fits snugly under armpits and causes 
the skin to bunch up – could chafe. 

TTouch Harmony Harness
There are five places to adjust this harness, and 
four leash attachment points: one in front and 
three on the back (two of the latter are sort of a 
mystery – what are they used for?).

Pros: Lightweight, not bulky. No shoulder strap. 
Double stitching. 
cons: Straps can easily twist when not on the dog, 
which can make putting the harness on difficult. 
Single stitching at non-connection points. 

Wonder Walker Body Halter
Two leash-attachment points and four adjustment 
points. Better quality material than some of the 
shoulder-pressure models, but with significant 
gapping and sagging.

Pros: Medium-weight, soft nylon straps, double-

SENSE-ation Harness TTouch Harmony Harness

Sure-Fit 
Harness

stitched, heavy duty hardware. Straps adjust easily. 
cons: Straps go across shoulders, although higher 
than some harness brands.

lowest rated
We’ve run out of room to discuss the harnesses 
we’ve rated the lowest. Briefly, we would not rec-
ommend these due to significant design flaws.

DT Universal No-Pull Plus
Easy Walk Harness
Walk Your Dog With Love

FINAL NOTES
Obviously, you may have different priorities 
and preferences and might ultimately make 
difference choices than we did. Most of the 
harness companies have useful videos and 
usage instructions on their websites. It's 
always helpful to check out the companies’ 
websites for more information before you 
buy. 
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Types of Puppy Gear
Here's how to choose the 
best equipment right from 
the start.
Getting your puppy off to the right start is obviously 
critically important. Here's what to consider when 
choosing gear.

COLLARS TO CONSIDER FOR PUPPIES
Flat Collar with a Buckle or a Quick-Release Snap 
– Great for hanging ID tags and licenses, and for 
walking dogs who have learned to walk politely, 
without pulling. Not great for dogs or puppies who 
pull; too much pressure on the throat can cause a 
collapsed trachea. (Note: For safety, we strongly prefer 
collars with quick-release snaps.)

Martingale/Limited Slip Collar – Same as flat collar 
(above), but with an added advantage: if properly 
fitted, these collars tighten enough to prevent the 
collar from slipping over the dog’s head if he pulls 
back, without choking the dog. However, if improperly 
fitted, these can tighten too much, and choke the dog 
like a choke collar.

Regular Walking Harness – On a “regular” harness, 
the leash attaches to a ring behind the dog’s 
shoulders, so if the dog pulls, the pressure is on his 
chest, not his throat. This is great for avoiding trachea 
damage for a dog who pulls, but really not great for 
controlling a dog who pulls.

Front-Clip No-Pull Harness – On this type of harness, 
the leash attaches to a ring in front of the dog’s chest 
(some also have a behind-the-shoulders attachment 
option). This prevents trachea damage and helps 
manage a dog who pulls. Note: Some professionals 
suggest that the pressure exerted on a dog’s 
shoulders by these harnesses can cause physical 
problems. Teaching your dog to walk properly without 
pulling is your best alternative.

Head Halters – A halter goes over the dog’s head and 
face, with the leash attaching to a ring under his chin 
or behind his head, depending on the brand. While 
these are often considered a “positive” training tool, 

many dogs aren’t fond of halters, and it can take a 
fair amount of counter-conditioning to convince 
dogs to like them. For dogs who do well with them, 
they are a good tool for managing a dog who pulls. 

Note: There is at least one documented case of a dog 
who was instantly paralyzed when he hit the end 
of his leash running while wearing a head halter 
with a leash clipped below his chin (he eventually 
recovered). Teaching your dog to walk properly 
without pulling is still your best alternative.

NEVER USE THESE COLLARS ON PUPPIES
Choke Chains/Nylon Slip Collars – Also called 
“training collars,” these collars work by inflicting 
pain when the leash is jerked, and have a high 
likelihood of causing trachea damage. They can be 
effective when used with care and perfect timing 
by a professional – and they can cause fear, pain, 
and learned helplessness in some dogs when used 
“properly” or improperly. We don't recommend 
them for any dog.

Prong or Pinch Collars – These collars work by 
inflicting pain when the leash is jerked or when 
the dog pulls. They are less likely to cause trachea 
damage than a choke chain, as the pressure/pain is 
distributed evenly around the dog’s neck, but they 
are still very aversive and not recommended for any 
dog.

Shock Collars – Also called “electronic collars” 
and “e-collars” in an attempt to make them more 
palatable, these collars inflict an electric shock 
to the dog’s neck either when a button is pushed 
(training collar), or when the dog crosses an 
electronic field (underground fence). Proponents 
argue that the shock is a “tickle" and that it doesn’t 
really hurt. It’s a shock and it’s aversive – which 
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EXPERT ADVICE ON TRAINING YOUR NEW PUPPY

Did you know that the best way to teach a 
puppy to walk politely on a leash is to not use 
a leash? If you think that sounds impossible, 
fear not – you are not alone. It’s far more 
common to see people either dragging their 
puppies around, or being dragged around by 
their puppies, than it is to see a calm, happy 
puppy trotting along by her owner’s side.

A lot of people seem to believe that a leash is 
a handle for pulling your dog wherever you 
want him to go – or for him to pull you! The 
evidence for this starts in puppyhood, when 
you see the reluctant (often tired or scared) 
baby dog being tugged along behind the 
human who is intent on getting somewhere 
faster than the puppy can, or wants to. The 
leash, they believe, is supposed to make the 
puppy come along, regardless.

They couldn’t be more wrong. The true 
function of a leash is simply to keep the 
puppy from leaving. The motivation to get 
the pup to walk happily alongside you should 
come from you! The challenge, then, is to 
teach your pup to walk with you without a 
leash – and it’s actually much easier than you 
might think. Here’s how:

(1) In a low-distraction, safely enclosed 
environment, equipped with plenty of treats, 
a squeaky toy, and/or a tug toy in your pocket, 
engage your off-leash pup by talking happily 
to him and feeding him a treat.

(2) With your treat hand hidden behind your 
back, take a step, cheerfully inviting your 
puppy to come with you. When he does, 

“mark” this desired behavior with the click! 
of a clicker or a verbal marker (such as the 
word, “Yes!”), and give him a treat. Now take 
another step, and click and treat when he 
comes with you.

(3) Gradually increase the number of steps 
you take, remembering to use variable 
reinforcement. That is, sometimes you 
give him a treat after several steps, and 
sometimes after one or two steps, to keep 
him guessing – and enthusiastic.

(4) Make it a fun game. Take bouncy steps. 
Use a happy voice. Sometimes reinforce 
with a squeaky toy or a game of tug instead 
of treats. Make yourself the most fun, 
interesting, and reinforcing thing in the room 
so he chooses to stay close to you.

(5) When your puppy is a rock star at walking 
with you without a leash, attach the leash 
to his collar but don’t change anything 
else. Keep practicing your fun-walk games. 
If at any time the leash tightens, resist the 
temptation to pull him toward you – just 
stop, happily engage him, wait until he 
loosens the leash by coming toward you, and 
walk again.

(6) Now you’re ready to fun-walk with your 
pup in more distracting environments – i.e., 
the real world. Take higher-value treats and 
more-enticing toys if necessary, but always 
remember it’s our job to get our dogs to 
want to do what we want them to, including 
walking with us, rather than forcing them to 
do it.

is why the collars can work! However, some dogs 
develop negative behavior from the use of these 
collars – such as fear, generalized anxiety, phobias, 
and/or aggression – and it’s impossible to predict 
which dogs may experience this until it’s too late.

After punishment with these collars, especially 

at the hand of someone with poor observation 
skills or poor timing, the dog may give up and 
lose interest in training, develop negative feelings 
about his handler, the training environment, or 
something present in his training environment, 
and/or develop defensive aggression. We never 
recommend the use of shock collars.  
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Shock Collar Debate
Are “electronic training 
collars” a positive training 
tool or evil incarnate?
The chasm between those who abhor the electronic/
shock collars as an abusive dog training tool 
and those who support and promote it as an 
exceptionally effective and humane training tool is 
so huge it will probably never be bridged. 

In more moderate positions in the middle of 
that chasm are those who believe that the collar 
can be an effective training tool for very limited 
circumstances in the hands of skilled professionals, 
and those who prefer not to use them but feel 
compelled to educate clients who insist on using 
them on how to use them properly. 

You may be asking: How could the dog training/
behavior community be so divided over a simple 
tool? Perhaps because the tool is not so simple; 
perception in large part depends on what you read, 
who you believe, and your own personal training 
philosophy. 

I’ll be clear: Like many other trainers and behavior 
professionals who adhere to a positive training 
philosophy, I find the idea of using the shock collar 
abhorrent under any circumstances. And WDJ’s 
mission statement asserts, “The methods we discuss 
will endeavor to do no harm to dogs; we do not 
advocate perpetrating even minor transgressions in 
the name of ‘greater good.’ ” 

We receive numerous inquiries from dog owners 
who have heard about “remote training collars” that 
can be used in a positive or dog-friendly training 
program. 

We’ll borrow the definition of “dog-friendly” from 
the Association of Professional Dog Trainers (APDT), 
an international organization with more than 5,000 
members worldwide. One of the APDT’s stated 
missions is to advocate for dog-friendly training, 
which it has defined as “training that utilizes 

primarily positive reinforcement; secondarily 
negative punishment, and only occasionally, 
rarely, and/or as a last resort includes positive 
punishment and/or negative reinforcement.” APDT 
also promotes the LIMA position, which advocates 
for training tools and methods that are "Least 
Intrusive, Minimally Aversive."

The following is a description of the electronic 
collar training products on the market, and  
why we regard them as inherently unsuitable  
for use in a truly positive or dog-friendly  
training program.

HOW THEY WORK
A “remote training system” (i.e. shock collar) is 
comprised of a controlling transmitter that is held 
by the dog handler, and a collar that holds a small 
unit that contains a radio receiver and batteries, 
which power the electrical shock delivered by the 
collar. Metal “contact points” protrude from this 
unit, and the collar is fitted on the dog tightly so 
that the points come in snug contact with the skin 
on the dog’s throat. The handler uses the controls 
on the transmitter to cause the unit on the dog’s 
collar to deliver an electrical shock to the dog. 

Trainers who use and like the e-collars argue 
that the products sold today don’t even remotely 
resemble the shock collars of yesteryear. 

Collars commonly used 15 years ago generally 
featured settings that delivered three to five levels 
of shock or “stimulus.” According to the companies 

"Remote training collars" are controlled by radio 
signals and deliver electric shocks to a dog.
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that sell them and the trainers who use them, 
today’s collars are much more sophisticated, 
and can be adjusted to very low levels and very 
momentary action. Their intent is to create a non-
aversive stimulus (sometimes referred to as a 
“nick, “tap,” "stim" or even an "e-touch"). Indeed, 
Innotek’s ADV-1000 model has 15 levels, while the 
Dogtra 200NCP goes even further, with a dial that 
ranges from 1 to 100. 

Other improvements over the years include 
increasingly sophisticated technology that: 

■ Reduces the likelihood or prevents your dog’s 
collar from being “set off” or interfered with by 
“stray” radio signals – or even someone else in your 
area using the same type of collar. 
■  Offers the operator the ability to quickly and 
easily change the level of the stimulus from the 
remote control. 
■  Enables the collar to respond instantaneously 
to the signal sent by the controller, so there is not a 
“lag” or delay in delivering the stimulus to the dog 
at the exact moment that is desired. 
■  Increases the distance at which the collar can be 
activated by the transmitter. 
■  Reduces the potential for the unit on the collar 
to malfunction (especially in wet conditions) in 
such a way that causes physical or emotional 
trauma to the dog. 

Of course, these improvements tend to be reflected 
in the higher-quality, higher-cost products on 
the market. Unfortunately, low-cost, low-quality 
products are readily available to consumers. 

HOW THEY ARE USED
Shock collars were initially used primarily for the 
administration of harsh “positive punishment” 
and/or “negative reinforcement” . If your duck 
hunting or search and rescue dog took off after 
a rabbit when he was supposed to be doing 
something else, you’d hit a button on a hand-held 
remote control device to shock/stop him with a 
significant electrical jolt. In behavioral terms, this 
is called “positive punishment”: the dog’s behavior 
of “crittering” makes a bad thing (shock) happen 
and the behavior consequently decreases. 

Or, if your dog didn’t come promptly when you 
called, you’d hit the button and keep the button 

pressed, delivering a constant and unpleasant 
stimulus until the dog came and sat in front of 
you;  then you stopped pressing the button. This 
is “negative reinforcement”; the dog’s behavior of 
coming to you makes a bad thing (shock) go away, 
and the behavior of coming when called increases. 

Again, “dog-friendly” trainers primarily use 
positive reinforcement and secondarily negative 
punishment, and only rarely and/or as a last 
resort use positive punishment or negative 
reinforcement. That would seem to rule out the 
use of shock collars. 

Some trainers use a noise or vibration feature on 
some of the new shock collars as a behavior marker 
for basic training. Rather than using a reward 
marker such as the word “Yes!” or the click! of a 
clicker (followed by a reward), these trainers use 
the noise or vibration feature as a “keep going 
signal” to tell the dog he’s doing the right thing 
and to continue doing it. Some of these trainers 
also use the “stim” feature on a low setting as a 
mild “interrupter” – like a tap on the shoulder, to 
say, “Hey, look at me!” 

Proponents of the collars frequently tout 
miraculous results, such as rehabilitating a fearful, 
unsocialized dog in 20 minutes, or installing total 
off-leash control in five days or less – all resulting 
in happy, unstressed, well-behaved dogs and 
greatly enhanced relationships between dogs and 
owners. 

Fans of the technology argue that the label “shock 
collar” is no longer appropriate, and create new 
names for their tools and techniques, such as 
“e-collar,” “electronic collar,” “e-touch,” “stim,” and 
“tap.” Of course, the collars do work – at least some 
of the time. When querying some on-line training 
discussion groups about their experiences with the 
collars, I had one particularly enthusiastic report 
from Jeff Dege of Edina, Minnesota: 

“After a year of not being able to ‘proof’ my Jack 
Russell Terrier’s recall (and several incidents of a 
failed recall that could have killed him), I decided 
to give remote training collars a try. I did a fair 
amount of research, checked into a number of 
gun dog trainers, identified the one I thought best 
understood both what he was doing and how 
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independent breeds respond to corrections. Then I 
bought a quality remote collar and paid the trainer 
for private lessons. 

“It worked amazingly well, and very quickly. We 
were doing off-lead agility exercises in the back 
yard by the second week. When Bear headed 
down the driveway to explore whatever, I’d give 
him the recall command and if he didn’t respond, 
I’d give him a correction, at a setting lower than 
I could feel when I tried it on myself. He’d come 
back immediately, and as far as I could tell, 
eagerly. In the second week, in perhaps a dozen 
sessions, I corrected Bear twice. Since then, I 
always have him wear the collar when we practice 
off-lead in the back yard, but I’ve never needed to 
correct him.” 

Dege concludes, “I do not, and will not, recommend 
electronic training collars without qualification. 
They’re easily misused. But I think they have their 
place, used in moderation, with some dogs.” 

Of course, if the collars didn’t work sometimes, 
they wouldn’t be as widely sold and used as they 
are. Success stories about electronic underground 
fence collars, remote electronic training collars, 
and electronic bark collars abound. 
But so do horror stories. 

WHAT CAN GO WRONG?
Even with the new and improved products, 
things can go wrong. In response to my inquiries, 
I received a number of compelling stories from 
owners and trainers who related a wide range of 
negative experiences they had with both training 
collars and “electronic containment systems.” 

Part of the conflict in perception of the collars’ 
effect may come from different trainers’ 
interpretations of, and responses to, the body 
language of dogs when the shock is applied. 

Two trainers recounted their observations from 
a seminar put on by a prominent e-collar trainer 
who promotes his methods as positive and 
humane. One trainer wrote a glowing report of 
how several poorly socialized, fearful shelter dogs 
were “cured” in a miraculously short time, and 
turned into happy, outgoing companions. But 
another trainer who attended the same seminar 

reported that the dogs appeared completely shut 
down, offering stress and appeasement behaviors 
throughout the ordeal, and demonstrating classic 
“learned helplessness” behavior at the end of  
the session. 

Some trainers argue quite convincingly that 
they use electronic collars only at a low setting 
as a gentle way of communicating with dogs. If 
pressed, however, most of them will readily admit 
that they do turn up the dial if/when the dog stops 
responding to a low level “tap.” Most will also 
insist that it’s appropriate to use higher settings 
when they feel it’s necessary to apply positive 
punishment to a dog. 

My fear is that if you’re tempted by those trainers’ 
arguments to use a shock collar in your training, 
you won’t know until it’s too late if your dog will be 
one of the successes or one of the failures. By the 
time you find out, it may be too late to undo the 
damage to your dog, your relationship with him, 
and his relationship with the rest of the world. For 
your dog's well-being, I urge you to choose against 
their use.  

Dog trainers have differing opinions on the use of 
certain training aids. Be sure that yours is in sync 
with your own belief system before you choose one.
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Not Shocking ....
Animal behavior experts 
agree that it's wise to 
prevent unintended 
negative consequences 
associated with boundary 
perimeters that shock your 
dog: Don't use them!
You may you use an underground electric shock 
fence to contain your dog? Are you considering 
having one installed? I hope reading this will 
change your mind. 

More and more neighborhoods prohibit or limit 
the use of physical fencing, and as this occurs, the 
use of these non-visible electric shock perimeters 
has drastically increased. Manufacturers 

and retailers claim that these products are 
humane, effective means by which to safely 
confine dogs without disrupting the aesthetics 
of neighborhoods. Companies that sell these 
products generally target families who:
■ Live on larger pieces of land;
■ Don’t want to lose their “view”; 
■ Are looking for a cheaper alternative to fencing;
■ Live in neighborhoods that prohibit fences or 
require expensive, decorative styles.

Modern dog behavior specialists generally 
agree that these products are neither safe nor 
humane for dogs or humans. Many dog training 
and behavior professionals have concluded that 
these products are the source of many fear-based 
behaviors, including aggression, and are only as 
effective as the pain and fear they inflict upon the 
dogs who live behind them. 

DECEPTION IN ADVERTISING
Marketing professionals sell their clients’ 
products by invoking pleasant emotions about 
the product being presented to the consumer. 
To achieve this, they sometimes take liberties 
with facts by skewing them to achieve these 
ends, incorrectly redefining words like “fence” 
and “safe,” and taking advantage of individuals’ 
personal interpretations of the word “humane.” 

For a better understanding of how marketing 
can lead well-meaning families astray, here are 
the actual definitions of some of the words being 
used to describe these products. 

Fence: A barrier enclosing or bordering a field, 
yard, etc., usually made of posts and wire or 
wood, used to prevent entrance, to confine, or to 
mark a boundary; a means of protection.

Safe: Free from harm; not able or likely to be lost, 
taken away, or given away; not causing harm 
or injury, especially having a low incidence of 
adverse reactions and significant side effects 
when adequate instructions for use are given; 
having a low potential for harm under conditions 
of widespread availability. 

Humane: Inflicting as little pain as possible, not 
cruel, acting in a manner that causes the least 
harm to people or animals.

People with a beautiful home and a beautiful view 
may not want to construct a fence to contain a dog. 
But they need to understand the many perils associ-
ated with an underground fencing system.
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HOW DO THEY WORK?
A non-visible electric-shock perimeter consists of 
three components: a cable, a transmitter, and a 
pronged collar.

The cable is buried beneath the ground, 
surrounding the area in which the dog is to be 
confined, or from which he is prohibited to enter. 
Usually, the location of the buried cable is initially 
marked with a series of flags inserted into the 
ground in a line. 

The transmitter, installed near the buried cable, 
broadcasts radio signals that travel the length of 
the cable. 

The dog’s tightly-fitted collar contains a small 
radio receiver, which receives signals from the 
transmitter when the dog (and receiver) gets 
within a specified distance from the buried cable. 
The dog’s skin completes an electrical circuit, 
allowing the prongs, typically half an inch or 
more in length, to conduct electricity. When the 
dog steps near, over, or beyond the buried cable, 
he receives an electrical shock. 

HOW ARE DOGS TRAINED?
Traditionally, a dog is allowed to wander into (or 
is actually encouraged to walk into) the boundary 
area – the “shock zone” – in order to receive an 
electric shock. The unit on the dog’s collar makes 
a beeping sound just before the dog enters the 
shock zone. This is repeated until the dog clearly 
indicates that he doesn’t want to enter the shock 
zone (and thus leave the yard), often by freezing, 
dropping to the ground, pacing and whining, etc. 
The dog may also yelp, panic, or try to bite. 

The handler increases the intensity of the shock 
if the dog does not exhibit overt avoidance-type 
behaviors. Eventually, the dog associates the 
sound of the beep with the physical sensation of 
the shock. The beep is now a signal that warns the 
dog of the impending shock, and most dogs learn 
to stop their forward movement when they hear 
the beep. 

Instead of shocking the dog, some handlers walk 
the dog on leash near the perimeter flags, jerking 
him away when the beep sounds. After several 
repetitions, the dog may avoid the flags because, 

in his mind, flags and beeps cause annoying or 
painful leash-jerks. If the handler excludes the 
beep during training, she negates its function: to 
provide a warning to the dog. 

Some handlers may use food or play to encourage 
their dog to remain in the safe areas of the yard. 
However, without some sort of painful stimulus 
being paired with the flags or the shock, at some 
point the dog is bound to attempt to leave the 
yard and will be shocked.

Some owners are instructed to simply put the 
collar on their dog and let him into the yard, 
allowing him to enter the “shock zone” on 
his own. Families are falsely assured that this 
will prevent the development of problematic 
behaviors because they’ve made no attempt 
to warn the dog about the shock; it occurs 
“naturally.” 

Once the owner thinks that the dog has been 
successfully trained to stay in the unfenced yard, 
the flags are gradually removed, one or two flags 
at a time, until none remain.

WHY DO PROBLEMS ARISE?
Many (if not most) of my training colleagues have 

One of the unexpected drawbacks of using an 
electronic fencing system is that a dog who leaves 
the yard may not return.
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been consulted by owners of dogs who developed 
serious behavior problems (such as the ones 
that appear in “Common Adverse Side Effects,” 
above) not long after a shock-collar boundary was 
introduced to their habitat. In many cases, the 
dogs’ owners were mystified. How and why did 
this happen?

Dogs are motivated by what works for them. They 
gravitate toward safety and avoid danger. Non-
visible shock perimeters take advantage of the 
dog’s survival instinct: what lies beyond the yard 
harms (shocks) them, so the dogs try to protect 
themselves. 

Many of the problematic behaviors related to 
these products are caused by the initial training 
process. Others are a result of the constant 
threat of being shocked, similar to a dog who, 
after being swatted with a newspaper several 
times, may become frightened of newspapers in 
general; if his just owner picks up or just touches 
one the dog stops whatever he’s doing because 
newspapers are dangerous. 

Some dogs are willing to suffer the shock to 
investigate something outside of their yards. 
Some may not even notice the shock because 
they are so highly aroused. These dogs may also 

develop unsafe behaviors. Boredom may be the 
culprit for dogs in the first category, and over 
time they may become desensitized to the shock. 
This does not mean that the dog has forgotten 
about the shock – the threat is still there, but the 
shock has become irrelevant in some situations. 

Dogs in the second category tend to be high-
energy, highly motivated working breeds, 
although any breed of any size or age may break 
through a non-visible shock perimeter, especially 
if highly aroused. When stress-hormones levels 
spike, the dog essentially “turns off” to everything 
else, and his body does not perceive a signal from 
the brain when he is shocked. 

BUT WAIT, THERE'S MORE
Here are other drawbacks associated with these 
systems: 

■ There is no protection for your dog from other 
animals, humans, vehicles, etc. coming in from 
outside the “fence.”
■ Dogs often associate the shock with things that 
are present or nearby when he’s been shocked, 
like other animals, family members, or yard 
decorations, and can react badly (become fearful 
and/or aggressive) to them as a result.
■ Collars can short out when they get wet, 
increasing the risk of malfunction and injury.
■ Collar malfunctions can lead to constant 
shocking or none at all.
■ Dogs may get stuck in the shock zone, unable 
to move, causing intensified, long-lasting pain, 
increasing the likelihood of injury and a bite to 
anyone who may reach to pull them out.
■ Electronic devices on the same frequency (such 
as garage-door openers) can trigger random 
shocks.
■ Dogs may generalize the beep to similar 
sounds made by microwaves, car door locks, 
utility vehicles, etc. and develop a phobia to those 
sounds.
■ Manufacturers instruct that collars be worn 
for no more than 10 to 12 hours at a time, but 
many product trainers advise that dogs wear 
them constantly, claiming this prevents the 
development of adverse effects.
■ Dogs may need regular retraining.
■ Dogs who leave the yard often don’t return, 
even if the collar is removed.

Electronic devices that are on the same frequency 
as the fence system — including garage door 
openers — can trigger random shocks to the dog.

@
Se

an
Pa

vo
ne

Ph
ot

o/
G

et
ty

 Im
ag

es



The Whole Dog Journal™ Guide to Collars, Leashes and Harnesses — 27	 www.whole-dog-journal.com

Collars or Harnesses: 
Which is Better?
Is one a safer option 
than the other, and can 
dogs wear both at the 
same time?
You may see a lot more dogs on the street today 
wearing harnesses rather than having their 
leashes attached to collars. Are harnesses safer 
for dogs than collars? Should you abandon your 
dog’s traditional collar altogether?

The fact is, many experts believe that your dog 
should have both a collar and a harness for 
the most effective training. The harness is the 
appropriate place for attaching your leash – it 
keeps your dog securely connected to you while 
eliminating strain on their neck. Harnesses 

■ Dogs can learn to run down the battery by 
waiting where the beep occurs until the beep 
stops so they can leave without getting shocked.
■ The signal only goes to a certain height, and 
some dogs learn to jump higher and/or will walk 
out if snow piles up.
■ Dogs may run from the yard in panic during 
storms, fireworks, when gunshots are heard, etc. 
■ An owner may be liable for any injuries or 
damages, including medical and veterinary 
bills, counseling and behavior modification, 
or property damage associated with events 
resulting from the dog leaving the yard.
■ Homeowner Associations which prohibit 
fences and other outdoor confinement may 
be responsible for injuries, deaths or damages 
caused by a loose dog, and/or injury or death of 
a loose dog, particularly those which require dog 
owners to use these products. 
■ Many breeders, shelters, and rescues will not 
place dogs in homes where these products are 
used.
■ Dogs in multi-dog families may feel the shock 
at different intensities.
■ If the dog is put on the system during one 
of the critical fear periods of development, the 
adverse side effects may be more severe.
■ Owners and veterinarians have reported 
moderate-to-severe bacterial infections, contact 
necrosis, and electrical burns, from the use or 
misuse of these systems.

WDJ'S CONCLUSION
Given the ample anecdotal and scientific 
evidence, it’s clear that electric-shock perimeters 
have detrimental effects that can cause 
moderate to severe behavioral and physiological 
problems in dogs, and also pose a threat to the 
communities in which they are used.
Frankly, if it’s not visible, it isn’t a fence. If 
something that is marketed as a protective 
product works by purposely inflicting pain and/
or fear on the subject it’s supposed to protect, it’s 
neither safe nor humane.

What does this mean for dogs and their families? 
Simply put, a visible, physical barrier always 
trumps the absence of a physical barrier, 
especially when the product in question is so 
widely known to yield such an abundance of 
harmful side effects.  @

Ba
rb

i L
ee

/G
et

ty
 Im

ag
es



The Whole Dog Journal™ Guide to Collars, Leashes and Harnesses — 28	 www.whole-dog-journal.com

are hard for jittery dogs to slip out of, and they 
increase the walker’s control over where the 
dog moves.

Whole Dog Journal stresses that collars are a 
great way to keep licenses and other important 
identification tags on dogs. Harnesses should 
only be worn during walks and light exercise, so 
having your dog also wear a loose-fitting collar 
(two of your fingers between neck and collar) 
for identification purposes is always a prudent 
idea.

There are many types of collars AND harnesses 
on the market, and some serve specific 
purposes. The front-clip harness, for example, is 

       LIKE                                            COLLARS                                    DON'T LIKE

LIKE                                        HARNESSES                               DON'T LIKE

Comparing Collars to Harnesses

Collars are a comfortable and secure way to keep ID tags and 
licenses on the dog at all times.

Most dogs do not seem to notice wearing a simple flat-
buckle collar whether on-leash or off. We recommend 
fitting collars with room for two fingers between the collar 
and the dog's neck.

Collars come in a huge variety of types and materials; some 
kinds of dog collars serve specific needs, like for duckers or 
those who require more safety.

Some collars detach under generalized pressure, eliminating 
the risk of suffocation in an accident.

Harnesses create less pull-stress on both the dog and human 
during leashed walks.

Front-clip harnesses have shown to be most effective when 
training dogs not to pull on their leashes.

Dog harnesses tend to come in a greater variety of sizes than 
collars; there may be better options for extra small or extra 
large dogs.

In the event of a dog’s harness getting caught on something, 
the dog is safe from hanging.

Harnesses should still always be removed while the dog is 
inside, or playing with other dogs.

Harnesses can chafe skin around a dogs’ “elbows” if worn 
excessively.

Often, harnesses are not adjusted to fit properly; if not  
fitted correctly, harnesses may cause the dog discomfort.

A harness that is improperly fitted may actually inhibit 
movement and alter the dog’s natural gait.

Some dogs can become experts at ducking out of their collars; 
broad-necked or small-headed dogs have a higher risk of 
escape.

Collars can be hard to fit properly on tiny dogs.

Collars can cause thyroid or trachea damage to dogs who pull. 

It is possible for collars to get caught on objects during play or 
in a dog fight, and may injure or suffocate the dog wearing it; 
collars are also known to get caught in the jaws of other dogs 
during rough play.

a good kind of restraint tool for a dog who pulls 
on the leash during walks. Head halters, on the 
other hand, give little control to the walker, 
and should really only be used by professional 
dog handlers in specific situations, like in show 
rings.

ALWAYS KEEP SAFETY IN MIND
Both collars and harnesses should always be 
taken off during any rough play – whether with 
other dogs, or roughhousing in the backyard. 
Collars are known to get caught on things, 
and could seriously hurt your dog. Harnesses, 
too, should be taken off in play. They may not 
strangle your dog, but they can still catch on 
objects or cause chafing from extended use.  



Let's face it: It's difficult to hold your own against 
any dog whose pulling has helped him reach some-
thing he wants (especially if he's a strong dog). 
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News Flash: There 
Are No Miracle 
Products Out There

“No-pull” products can 
help you train your dog – 
but it's important that they 
are not misused.
It’s a never-ending quest – like looking for the 
Holy Grail – the search for the perfect piece of 
humane equipment that will teach your dog not 
to pull on the leash. Here’s a tip: it doesn’t exist. 

We must emphasize that any piece of equipment 
is merely a tool that opens a training window for 
you. To use it correctly, you must take advantage 
of that open window to reinforce the behavior 
that the tool encourages the dog to offer. If you 
fail to consistently reward the desired behavior 
when it happens, the tool becomes a crutch that 
you rely on to make the behavior happen. In worst 
case scenarios, the dog learns to ignore the tool 
and reverts to his former behavior even with it on. 

What you want, instead, is for the dog to learn 
the desired behavior – walking without tension 
on the leash – so you can wean him off the tool 
and still have him offer the desired behavior, 
independent of the presence of the piece of 
equipment. 

This is not a new phenomenon, or one specific to 
positive force-free training. Many dog owners who 
train with compulsion methods are dismayed to 
realize that some dogs quickly learn that they only 
have to respond when the choke chain (or prong 
collar, or shock collar) is on. Other dogs learn to 
lean into a choke chain or prong collar and ignore 
the pressure or pain that it applies to their necks, 
just as some dogs learn to lean into a head halter 
or no-pull harness. 

That doesn’t mean those tools are worthless. It 
means that you must disregard the claims on the 
label and it means that you will have to actually 
train your dog – not rely on the equipment you use 
to do the job for you. 

NO-PULL PRESSURE HARNESSES
No-pull harnesses work on the principle of 
negative reinforcement, that is, the dog’s behavior 
makes a bad thing (varying from mild discomfort 
to a painful pinching) go away. The no-pull 
harnesses we found in catalogs and stores fit 
around the neck and chest or legs of the dog. 
When the dog pulls, the harnesses tighten around 
the dog’s chest or legs. This causes discomfort to 
the dog, depending on how hard he pulls and his 
individual sensitivity level, or the dog may simply 
react to the novelty of the sensation of pressure. 
When the dog stops pulling, the “bad thing” – the 
pressure – goes away. 

If, at that moment, you click and reward the dog for 
being on a loose leash, you will mark and reinforce 
the desired behavior. If you then continue to click 
and reward him for keeping the leash loose, you 
will use the no-pull harness as it should be used – 
as a training tool. 
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HARNESS FITTING AND USE TIPS

With certain styles, if you can’t get the 
harness to fit quite right, try putting it on 
upside down. (Doesn’t work with any of the 
“two-points-of-contact” harnesses.) 

If the front strap still slips down, clip your 
leash to the front-clip ring and the collar 
ring. This may diminish the effectiveness of 
the harness a little, but it will keep the front 
strap up and in place.

If your dog seems worried when you 
attempt to put the harness on him, use 
high-value food treats to give him a positive 
classical association with the harness, and 
do several sessions of “harness = food” 
before putting it all the way on him. If his 
eyes light up when he sees the harness, 
you’re ready to proceed. (Many dogs take to 
the harness right away and don’t need the 
conditioning step.)

When attached to the front of your dog’s 
harness, make sure your leash comes 
directly to you in the shortest line possible 
(not around the dog’s other side and over 
his shoulders).

Do several practice sessions with the 
harness in low-distraction environments so 
the two of you can, together, figure out how 
it works, before trying it in the real world.

Keep slack in the leash when your dog is 
not pulling. If he starts to pull, stand still to 
brace yourself, and put gentle pressure on 
the leash to turn his front end back toward 
you. Mark (click or “Yes!”) and give him a 
treat, and walk forward again.

We're hoping that you and your dog 
will benefit tremendously from all the 
information contained in this eBook. 

To see a comprehensive list of all of our 
current eBook titles on canine training, 

behavior, nutrition and health, please visit 
www.whole-dog-journal.com/products
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But if you wait until he is leaning into the harness 
again, and rely on the equipment to stop him from 
pulling every time, you are using it as a crutch. In 
this case, it’s unlikely that he will ever learn to walk 
nicely on a leash without the harness, especially if 
he is already a dedicated puller.

DISCOURAGING NOISES?
Well-designed, no-pull beeps or whistles can work 
well as a positive training tool for some dogs – 
especially those who are intrigued by high-pitched 
squeaky toy noises. If your dog is sound-sensitive, 
however, we urge you not to use these products at 
all.

How well noisemakers work in a no-pull 
application is less clear. It is imperative, however, 
that you reinforce the dog with a reward when 
he pauses at the sound emitted by the product. 
The sound itself is not inherently reinforcing to 
the dog; it is simply a behavior interrupter, or 
attention-getter. He will learn to ignore the beep or 
whistle if it is not paired with a reward – preferably 
a treat – at least at first. Good no-pull noisemakers 
utilize the principle of positive reinforcement, in 
which the dog’s behavior (not pulling), makes a 
good thing (the reward) happen.

If you then seize the window of opportunity to 
continue clicking and rewarding for the loose 
leash, rather than waiting for the dog to pull and 
make the beep happen again, you are training the 
dog to walk on a loose leash.  


