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TOUCH
Desensitisation and Counter-conditioning

Desensitisation:
This is the process of exposing a dog to a stimuli or environment that he finds worrying or scary, starting at a very low intensity and slowly building up. 

Counter-conditioning:
This differs from desensitisation and works changing a dog’s emotional response to something that it sees as worrying or scary by introducing a reward at low level stress and building up. 

We normally do the counter conditioning and desensitisation together.

1. Start by slowly touching his body to determine at the point where he starts to be bothered.  Carefully watch his body language to see which parts he likes being touched, and which parts make him feel uncomfortable or worried. Find a part of his body that he likes to be touched, and visibly relaxes, this will be your ‘go to’ area.
1. Work out what kind of food your dog likes to eat, but make sure that the treats are small as he may be getting quite a few.
1. Determine a vocal cue that is associated with a tasty treat. Start off by saying the vocal cue and giving the treat at the same time. The cue will start to mean that good things are about to happen.
1. Touch the dog in the acceptable area, say the cue and give the treat. Make sure that he looks physically relaxed when you do this. 
1. Once you can do this routine without him moving away or looking uncomfortable, move your hand to a less desirable area, but do so slowly. Don’t go straight to an area where you know he may not like it. If he looks tense or goes to move away, then you have gone too fast and should go back to the acceptable area.
1. If he looks as though he is losing interest in the game, you can move to the next step.
1. Once you can effectively touch him, repeat the process with a slightly firmer touch.
1. Repeat the whole process multiple times, but only for sessions lasting around 5 minutes at the most. We don’t want to push this process too fast.
1. Always end the session by touching him in the area he prefers so that the session ends on a positive and nice note for him.
1. Once one person can do this, have other adults to the same process so he gets used to multiple adults touching him all over. 
1. Do this process in different areas of the house so that he gets used to being touched in different locations.
1. Once he is ok with being touched, make sure you go back and do the whole process at varying intervals to ensure that he remains happy to be touched.

Remember, some dogs will try to move away instead of reacting – but the process of desensitisation and counter-conditioning remains the same in both cases.
For noises, objects etc, the process is the same whereby we start by working under the dog’s threshold. For example; if your dog is fearful of the hoover, you would perhaps place the hoover in the garden and let your dog sniff it and call them back to reward. This would build up until you can throw food around the hoover and your dog is happy to collect. 
Once the dog is happy, move the hoover indoors and put it into a different room and turn it on. Work with your dog in a different room and only build up when they are easily distracted. Then open the door and repeat the process.
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