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EYE CONTACT
FOCUS = EYE CONTACT (Stationary)

GOAL:  Your dog will routinely “check in” with you.  In other words, your dog will stare at your face (offer eye contact), even with minor distractions.

Before asking your dog to do something, (such as Sit or Down) you always want to have his attention first.  Remember, if your dog is not looking at you, he is not thinking about you or listening to what you have to say.  

THERE ARE 3 STEPS TO THE FOCUS EXERCISE:

1.  EYE CONTACT (Waiting for the dog to offer eye contact-looking at your face)

2.  NAME RECOGNITION (Adding the dog’s name)

3.  COME  (Adding the cue COME)

STEP 1

EYE CONTACT

Remember, dogs are only thinking about what they are looking at.

This is the basis for any other behavior, (and the most important thing you will teach your dog), so don’t skimp with this one.  If your dog is counting your eyelashes, he can’t be trying to sniff another dog.  Paired with food and a MARKER (a clicker OR a verbal marker), eye contact becomes a powerful reinforcer for the dog. 

A. Stand with your hands at your side (or you may try standing/sitting with hands out away from your body – each hand will have a few treats inside) and wait passively for your dog to look at your face.  He may try to sniff or mug your hands – ignore this.  The instant he looks at you MARK & REWARD (click & treat or verbally mark & treat).

B. Repeat for a few minutes.  After a day or two the dog should be staring at you with laser beam eyes boring a hole in your head and you won’t have to MARK & REWARD (click & treat or verbally mark & treat) anymore.  MARK & TREAT randomly and mix praise & play.  You want this behavior to become habit.

C. Do this exercise a few times per day, then a few times per week for a few months, then periodically for the rest of the dog’s life to keep the behavior strong.

D. Play this game with no distractions, then gradually add them in.  You need your dog to focus on you in any and all situations.  Practice in at least ten locations per month.  What is a “distraction?”  It depends on the dog; however, here are some common ones: a sound, such as a door opening or closing; a motion (movement stimulates most dogs and causes them to take note), such as a person, dog or bicycle moving past; sight, such as something novel or new in the dog’s environment that they can’t help but check out.
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CHALLENGES
POSSIBLE CHALLENGES

MY DOG IS STARING AT MY HANDS AND/OR BAIT BAG.

Make sure the dog is looking at your face and not your hands or treat bag or pockets or anywhere else the treats might come from.  If your dog stares at your hand or bait bag, WAIT until he looks at your face before you reward him.  Do not say / repeat your dog’s name or the words Watch Me.  Do not attempt to get the dog’s attention by making kissing sounds or whistling.  Instead, WAIT patiently until the dog looks up at your face.

MY DOG REFUSES TO TAKE TREATS

If your dog is usually food motivated, but for some reason refuses to take treats, it may be a sign that your dog EITHER is slightly stressed OR is bored with the treats you have.  It’s a good idea to have high value treats when doing this exercise.  In addition, do not force the dog into doing what you want.  Allow the dog to simply watch the other dogs or move farther away from the situation.  Find your dog’s comfort zone.

IT’S BEEN SEVERAL MINUTES & DOG HAS NOT GLANCED TOWARDS ME

So your dog still does not know that you exist.  The dog may not offer perfect eye contact right away.  That’s ok.  Your dog has no idea what you are asking him to do.  The way to communicate your wishes to him is to simply lower your criteria.  Don’t expect so much.  After all, you guys don’t speak the same language.  The goal is to have the dog count your eyelashes; however, we have to break the behavior of eye contact into small pieces. 

Wait for a REWARDABLE MOMENT.  What is a “rewardable moment?”  ANY indication of movement in your direction – this may be an ear flick, a very slight motion of the head one direction or another, etc.  You may just get a brief head turn or a fleeting glance in your general direction.  Take it!  MARK & REWARD!  Then, build upon that.

In the meantime… until you have mastered eye contact…and for situations where you know the dog will strain on the leash, use a Gentle Leader or Sensation Harness so that neither you nor the dog struggle.  Remember, set yourself up for success!  
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EYE CONTACT
STEP 2

NAME RECOGNITION (Adding the dog’s name)

The goal is to get your dog to whip his head in your direction the moment you say his name.  WAIT for the dog to look at you, say his name, then MARK & REWARD.  IMPORTANT:  Don’t say his name before he looks at you (that’s nagging).  In a pleasant and happy tone, say his name AFTER he looks at you (that’s training).  Repeat.  Practice this along with eye contact a few times a day, then a few times a week, and then sporadically for the rest of the dog’s life.  This exercise helps build a very powerful and positive association with the dog’s name.
STEP 3

INTRODUCE THE CUE COME (Adding the cue COME)

It should go something like this… Stand with your hands at your side.  By now, this should already be the cue to your dog to offer eye contact (to begin counting your eyelashes).  BECAUSE the dog is making eye contact, say his name in a pleasant, happy tone of voice, say COME, then MARK & REWARD.  This exercise will set you and your dog up for success as you begin to teach him the final picture of the behavior COME.  The cue COME ultimately means please find me regardless of where you are or what you are doing and plant your bootie directly in front of me.  STEP 3 exercise teaches your dog the end behavior first – what the final picture looks like.

EYE CONTACT and NAME RECOGNITION
Continue to practice Step 1:  Eye Contact and Step 2: Name Recognition

Also continue to build the time (duration) that the dog maintains eye contact with you.

Do the eye contact exercise in the bathroom.  When the dog is counting your eyelashes, move to the bedroom.  When the dog is counting your eyelashes in the bedroom, move to the kitchen.  When the dog is counting your eyelashes in the kitchen, move to the garage and so on.  Raise the criteria gradually and slowly.
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