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Leadership and Your Dog, Part 1: What’s Wrong with Me 
and My Dog? 

─ Or, who’s running the show here? 
─ Or, why can my dog be such a jerk? 
─ 4 reasons behind dog naughtiness. 

 
Author’s Note, 2018: When I first wrote this article years ago, it was for my 
students who expressed frustration and worry about their challenging dogs—
who were also often “difficult” breeds (e.g. German Shepherds). Many 
informational sources had advised them to become “alpha”—and so they 
resorted to techniques such as rolling their dogs on their backs, pinning 
them, restricting food and water, using painful training equipment, and even 
biting them on the nose! They feared their dogs were out of control (or even 
aggressive), and felt that the relationship with their dogs could not be 
changed without force and punishment. I do not write this in judgment; I’ve 
done a few alpha rolls and scruff shakes in my lifetime—before I learned a safer, kinder—and even more 
effective—way. 

If you’re here because you have a challenging dog, your dog is out of control, you want to start off on the 
right foot with a new dog, or simply want to better you and your dog’s relationship, read on.  

 

The techniques in this article work 
well for realizing peace and 
harmony in all sorts of dog-
human relationships, establishing 
the human as a kind, benevolent 
leader, and raising a dog that is a 
joy to live with. 

This is a three-part article. All three parts are available in the library at www.goldstardog.com. 
 
Part 1: What’s Wrong with Me and My Dog? 

─ I feel like my dog wants to be the boss! 

─ Is it dominance? 

─ What IS the problem? 

o Understanding how dogs operate and learn 

o The four main reasons dogs do things humans hate 

Part 2: Build a Crazy Great Relationship with Your Dog 
─ So what can I DO about my dog’s behavior and build a crazy-awesome relationship with my dog? 

o Three key concepts for the human—including how this all translates to a training approach  

o Understanding punishment and discipline 

Part 3: Deb’s List of Attitude-Adjusters and Relationship-Builders 
─ My list of attitude-adjusters and relationship-builders—practical, applicable advice for day-to-day life with 

your dog 
─ Things you can do every day to have a respectful, well-behaved, happy dog 
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I feel like my dog is/wants to be the boss! (Or, “why is my dog such a jerk?”) 
Some dogs, especially adolescents, can be pushy with people and other family members. They don’t listen, they 
don’t comply when we ask them to do something, they are out of control, and they seem hell-bent on breaking our 
rules. These types of dogs can be characterized in many ways—rude, pushy, bull-headed, oblivious—and 
sometimes even stupid or aggressive (how awful!). If you are nodding your head, thinking your dog can be 
described as such, stay with me and keep reading. 

Is it dominance? (Or, “am I a doormat?”) 
The short answer is “no,” the issues you may be having with your dog—from not coming when called, to guarding 
his/her stuff, to even fearful and aggressive behavior—are not dominance-driven. Dominance theory (also referred 
to as “pack” or “alpha” theory; I’m going to refer to it as dominance theory throughout the rest of this article) has 
permeated dog training for decades. However, based on more recent, accurate science about how dogs (and 
animals of all kinds!) learn and understand the world, we now know that dominance theory simply is neither relevant 
to the dog-human relationship nor to training dogs. Dominance theory has blamed practically every problem with 
our dogs—from pulling on leash, to chasing cats, to reactivity to other dogs—on the human not being the boss. 
Training based on dominance theory (often characterized by the use of force, intimidation, and sometimes pain) can 
be devastating to the relationship with our dogs, fails to effectively address underlying issues, and can cause 
significant behavioral issues. 

You can read more about dominance theory in Part 2 of this article (and in the list of recommended readings at the 
end of this article), but I want to get right to the “well, then, what IS the problem and what do we do about it?” 
part of the article because I suspect that might be why you’re here. 

Okay, then what IS the problem? 
Let’s take a moment to understand how dogs operate. When dogs do things their humans don’t appreciate (fill in 
the blank…stealing food, knocking their humans down, refusing to give up things they have, not coming when 
called, etc.), sometimes humans default to thinking that their dogs are trying to be THE BOSS. I assure you, most 
dog misbehavior is not your dog staging a coup. When your dog steals your sandwich off the counter, or strews the 
garbage everywhere, or pees on your favorite chair—s/he is NOT making a power play. Dogs have many 
wonderful, special, amazing gifts, but their noggins aren’t set up to think strategically like that. And, they are NOT 
hard-wired to ascend your household’s hierarchy. And, I assure you, your dog’s issues aren’t simply because YOU 
aren’t bossy, bully, or tough enough (I am 5-feet tall, slight of frame, quiet in nature, and soft-spoken…and all of my 
German Shepherds have been respectful and well-behaved—and I did not get there through force or intimidation!). 

So if the dog’s motivation is NOT world domination, then what is it? In short, dogs do things to fulfill their basic 
needs and/or to get to desirable outcomes; in the absence of direction and with unmet needs, they will do things to 
meet these needs (they are opportunists, not anarchists). Getting into the garbage offers a tasty pay-off. Chewing 
your furniture alleviates boredom (or anxiety). Dragging a human behind the leash means greeting that other dog 
down the road that much faster. Not coming when called means play-time continues. 

Now, let’s take a moment to assess why dogs “misbehave”. In my work with dogs and humans, these are the 
four most common reasons why dogs act in ways that humans don’t appreciate (spoiler alert here…NONE of 
them have to do with being dominant!). 
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1. Lack of Training 
Many “naughty” dogs are simply untrained. They may not understand what we ask, may not have been reinforced 
for good behavior (and thus, want to KEEP doing good), may have been punished for behavior they didn’t even 
know was unwanted, and/or not shown how to act. 

 

2. Unclear (or Inconsistent) Guidance 
Dogs learn most quickly when they know what’s expected. In the absence of clear, consistent guidance, dogs are 
forced to guess what is expected, and may make “wrong” choices. For example, you are in a foreign country where 
you do not speak the language and do not know the culture. If your task is to learn how people greet each other in 
this country (without a guidebook, Google, or tour guide), you would likely look for patterns. If everyone shakes 
hands, your task is easy—you know to shake hands when greeting another person. But, if people used all sorts of 
different greeting styles (fist bumps, hugs, kisses, etc.), and you couldn’t discern why and when they chose certain 
greetings, you would have to guess—and may make a very embarrassing social faux pas. Dogs are in the same 
boat. If we can remove the guess-work and have clear, consistent expectations, our dogs will know what is 
expected—and that’s a critical first step. 

 

3. Lack of Exercise and Mental Stimulation 
The old adage is right—tired dogs are good dogs. When dogs do not exercise their bodies and minds, that energy 
can come out in ways that none of us appreciate—chewing, barking, inability to settle, failure to listen and learn, 
mouthing, etc.. While the exercise and mental stimulation requirements vary dog to dog, every dog needs his or her 
basic exercise and mental needs met—EVERY DAY. And, since dogs can’t drive themselves to the gym for a 
workout, or go to book club for a stimulating discussion, meeting these needs falls on us. 

SCENARIO: Ann opens the door. Rufus (the dog) knocks Ann down and races out the door.  

☒ Incorrect analysis: Rufus is asserting his dominance over Ann by forcefully going out the door first. 

• What’s really happening: Rufus is excited about going out and wants to get there as fast as he can! 

☺The good news/solution: Most, if not all, “naughty” dog problems have a training solution! Showing our dogs 
HOW to behave in a given situation, and then rewarding them for doing what we ask, can address a wide 
variety of problems. For this scenario, Ann could teach Rufus to sit and wait briefly at the door. The pay-off 
for Rufus becomes going out once he sits and waits for Ann to say they are ready to go! 

SCENARIO: Mary is frustrated that her dog (Nitro) is an absolute pest when she’s cooking. He’s always 
underfoot, begging at the counter, licking the floor. Mary keeps yelling at Nitro, but he persists. 

☒ Incorrect analysis: Nitro is stubborn and chooses not to abide by the rules.   

• What’s really happening: What Mary doesn’t know is that her husband, Jeff, likes Nitro’s company in the 
kitchen. Moreover, Jeff loves tossing tasty scraps to Nitro as he cooks. When Mary yells at Nitro, he’s 
confused and doesn’t know what to do when Mary is in the kitchen, especially since Jeff has given him 
some very tasty morsels for being underfoot.  

☺The good news/solution: The rules in the kitchen are inconsistent—and this can be fixed! Mary and Jeff can 
decide what the rules are for Nitro’s presence in the kitchen when they are cooking. Once a consistent rule 
is established, the humans will have the same expectations AND will be able to train Nitro accordingly—
rewarding the behaviors they want and discouraging the ones they don’t. 
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4. Fear- and Stress-related Issues 
Dogs may act in many ways we don’t like or find scary because they are fearful, anxious, or stressed. A dog may 
growl because he’s afraid you will take his food away. He may snap when you touch him because he was hurt so 
many times before. He may not be able to listen or learn because his brain is in fight/flight mode or he has mentally 
shut down due to stress and fear. 

If a child is fearful of the dentist, you wouldn’t blame the parent for not being “boss” of the child would you? That 
fear likely came from lack of (or bad) experience at the dentist, not that mom wasn’t a proper drill sergeant. And, if 
that parent told little Bobby to buck-up, and slapped him when he cried, do you think that would make visits to the 
dentist any easier? Maybe Bobby would become too afraid to issue a peep or a tear, but he’s certainly going to 
remain terrified of the dentist. Or, maybe Bobby will have an even bigger meltdown next time he’s at the dentist. 
Well, handling your dog’s fears is not much different—becoming bossy, bullying, or punitive with a fearful dog does 
nothing to address the underlying reasons for the fear—and will likely only intensify it (even if the dog doesn’t show 
this by acting out even more). If your dog is struggling with fear, I recommend working closely with a professional 
well-versed in behavioral issues and in positive-based approaches; there are many approaches for safely and 
effectively working with dogs who are fearful and/or stressed (but the key is NOT to punish these dogs). 

 

SCENARIO: Gremlin barks rudely at Bob and Mary, destroys their treasured items, and is constantly pestering 
them. Gremlin gets one short walk in the morning before Bob and Mary are gone ALL day, and they are too tired 
to walk Gremlin after work. They are frustrated that Gremlin doesn’t want to be a couch potato too. Otherwise, 
Gremlin is a good dog with no other issues. 

☒ Incorrect analysis: Gremlin is bossy and rude; he destroys Mary and Bob’s stuff because he’s mad at them. 

• What’s really happening: Gremlin has not had an opportunity to exercise, and he’s been bored and alone all 
day. Gremlin’s simply got energy—and that energy has to go somewhere. 

☺The good news/solution: Increasing Gremlin’s exercise and adding some training and/or games to his day 
will help him expend the energy he’s putting into the behaviors that annoy his humans. Safe, clean, 
carefully run doggie daycares can also help. 

SCENARIO: Whenever male guests visit, Ranger lunges, barks, and growls. His owner Katie is frightened and 
embarrassed by this behavior, and punishes Ranger with yelling and jerking his leash. His behavior intensifies 
over time. 

☒ Incorrect analysis: If Ranger saw Katie as boss, he would defer to her and not need to act out toward men. 
The escalation of his behaviors is a direct result of Katie NOT taking charge of the situation. 

• What’s really happening: Ranger clearly has negative feelings, likely fear-based, about men. Ranger’s 
behavior is an “emotional” reaction to something he’s not comfortable with. When Katie punishes him, this 
only intensifies his negative feelings about the situation—and men. It also damages his relationship with, 
and trust in, Katie because she doesn’t understand he is afraid and is instead adding pain when he’s 
already fearful. 

☺The good news/solution: Instead of using punishment to address the symptoms of Ranger’s issues with 
men, Katie works with a positive-reinforcement trainer using techniques that gently and slowly expose 
Ranger to men (desensitization), and change Ranger’s opinion about men by pairing pleasant experiences 
with men (counter-conditioning). Ranger is also taught new ways to behave around men (like looking at 
Katie instead of barking at the man). 
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So, what does all of this mean for you and your dog?  
Your dog is not an anarchist. Your dog is not out to get you. Your dog is not stupid or untrainable. Dogs 
communicate and can be communicated with (hence, there’s hope!). And, humans have A LOT of control over 
many factors that can help the human and the dog live happily together.  
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NEXT UP… Part 2: Build a Crazy Great Relationship with Your Dog 
Want some advice on what you can DO about your dog’s behavior and build a crazy-awesome relationship 
with your dog? Part 2 of our 3-part leadership series covers: 

o What your dog wants you to know about living and working with him or her 

o Understanding punishment and discipline 

o And what about positive reinforcement training? 

 


