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The 100% Reliable Recall: Fact or Fiction? 
Or, how do I know when it’s safe to let my dog off-leash? 
Note to reader:  This article was originally written to advise new German Shepherd Dog (GSD) owners about safety concerns 
related to letting a dog off-leash.  However, much of the information within this article can apply to any dog owner, and we 
hope you find it useful.  

The allure of a beautiful GSD running free through the park or on the beach is difficult to resist. We all want our dogs to 
enjoy that kind of freedom. However, unclipping your dog can mean compromising his safety as well as the safety of others. 
Going off-leash means you must have a rock solid recall (asking your dog to return to you when you call him). However, can 
any dog owner expect a dog to recall 100% of the time? 

The 100% Recall: Fact or Fiction? 
Some trainers claim a 100% recall is possible—that means no matter what 
is going on, your dog will return to you EVERY time you ask her to. I have to 
admit to being a skeptic for two reasons—because truly reliable recalls take 
a lot of time and practice to achieve AND dogs aren’t machines. 

What do Rome and a good recall have in common? Neither can be created 
in a day and both have to be built carefully—step by step, stone by stone—
or the whole thing crumbles. A solid recall is built methodically, and with 
much practice, over time. A basic recall, without distractions and over a 
short distance, is just the beginning. You must then proof, perfect, and test 
your dog’s response— asking him to return to you in increasingly more 
challenging situations where another choice (squirrels, other dogs, speeding 
cars, flying Frisbees, etc.) might be much more appealing than returning to 
you. At the heart of a reliable recall is a dog that has learned to want to 
return to you and has been conditioned to do so regardless of the 
situation—through powerful reinforcers and repetition. A dog with a solid 
recall has learned to expect that returning to you will yield the best possible 
result. 

Does having a solid recall seem like it takes just as long as constructing the 
Coliseum? Well, it practically does take that long to get a nearly- 100% 
reliable recall! But, joking and Rome references aside, most folks don’t have 
the experience or the time to make a recall that will truly stick—meaning 
you can call your GSD and he will return—even if chasing a car, a cat, 
another dog, etc. That’s not meant to sound like criticism; it’s just the 
reality of many busy dog owners’ lives. 

The other factor to the 100% recall fallacy is that dogs aren’t machines. 
They are living beings, like us, who have desires, wants, moods, instincts 
and whose behaviors vary based on the immediate environment/situation—and their reactions are based on all of these 
things. The GSD is notoriously smart and sometimes independent—which means he knows he can make a different choice 
than come to you simply because you called him. And, sometimes strong instincts override training.  

What You Need to Know about Going 
Off-leash 

Dogs are not machines, so even after 
years of careful training and consistent 
success with your dog, he may not 
ALWAYS do what you want, WHEN you 
want (or need) it. That means if you let 
your dog off-leash, there is a chance that 
your dog may NOT come back to you 
when you call him—creating a potentially 
devastating situation for both you and 
your dog.  

Let’s say your dog is running toward a 
major highway. He’s off leash, and you 
are trying to call him. But, there’s 
something else capturing his attention—
maybe something enticing on the other 
side of the road, or maybe he spooked 
and is running away frantically. A dog off 
leash and some distance from you has a 
CHOICE to make when you ask him to 
return. Are you sure he will choose YOU 
every time? 
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A dog off leash and some distance has a CHOICE to make when you ask her to return. Are you sure she will choose YOU 
every time? The bottom line? Dog owners should question the 100% reliable recall idea. Do you want to risk your dog’s 
safety on a 99% reliability rating? 

You and Your Rescue Dog 
Even with all the training in the world, a dog can easily choose to chase that squirrel or car instead of returning to you. So, 
how does all of this relate to you and your GSD—especially if you have recently adopted him? Here are a few practical 
things to keep in mind when deciding to let your dog off-leash. 

 Your rescue dog may not be bonded to you yet, thus lessening the chance you can get a reliable recall and regain 
control of your dog. 

 Your dog may have learned a history of avoiding coming back when called, or had faulty training in the recall. 
 You are still learning about your dog—what he may chase, or run from, his signals for being excited (or fearful or 

aggressive), what he may do when excited or fearful, what is of value to him (what he may RETURN to you for and 
what he may choose instead of returning to you). 

 He may not know where he is and how to get home if he decides to bolt. 

When Is Your Dog Ready to Go Off-leash? 

Consider the following questions. If you answer “no” to any of them, it may mean that your dog is not ready to be off-leash. 

 Does your dog already have a direct, energetic recall back to you? (Or, instead: Does he ignore you and wander on 
his way? When he does return, does he stop along the way to check out other things, get diverted, or reluctantly 
come back?) 

 Does your dog check in with you? (In other words, does he look back at you, notice where you are, and seem 
concerned about being away from you too long?) 

 Does your dog want to be near you? Does he return on his own or change his course to follow you?  
 Have you tried calling him back in challenging situations and had success? 
 Do you know your dog’s triggers and the surroundings? (Do you know the things your dog loves to chase, or would 

run away from? Are you in a place where you may lose control of your dog, or unsafe situations like a highway or busy 
road?) 

 Can you read your dog’s body language? Do you know which of his signals indicate he might take off and not want 
to return? (My dog’s ears twitch and the tail goes up when a squirrel or cat is nearby—time for me to put the leash 
on!) 

If your dog won’t come to you even in the quiet distraction-free safety of your back yard, or won’t acknowledge you when you 
try to get her attention, you are not ready to recall in a challenging situation and you are not ready to go off-leash. 

Think about the one thing that your dog goes absolutely CRAZY CRAZY TAIL-OVER-HEAD for—could be a squirrel, could be 
playing with other dogs, could be a steak, could be a fast-moving car. Now, honestly assess whether your dog would come 
back to you when you call if he was near that distraction and off leash.  

Remember: Fearful or aggressive dogs should always remain on leash for their safety and the safety of others. Always know 
and abide by leash laws. 


