
The 7 Habits of

Highly Effective

Dog Owners



With Dr. Covey’s “seven habits for success in
business” in mind, allow me to apply them to
people who want a more successful relationship
with their dogs.

1. Be proactive.
Much of the old-fashioned dog training we were
exposed to growing up focused on waiting for the
dog to make a mistake and then harshly correcting
him. While most of us simply accepted this as “how
you train a dog,” we were missing the bigger
picture. This method never taught the dog what he
was supposed to do in that situation the next time.

It doesn’t make sense to let an untrained dog loose
in your house and then follow behind correcting
him with “No! Don’t! Off! Stop! Get down! Quit
that!” for every wrong decision he makes. It is
much more effective and productive to take the
time to teach this new family member how to act
appropriately in your home.

In modern, science-based animal training we
understand the importance of teaching the learner,
in this case the dog, what to do by being proactive.
To use the example above as what not to do when
you bring your new dog or puppy home, start 
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Almost 30 years ago, The 7 Habits of Highly
Effective People by Dr. Stephen Covey was
published for the first time. The self-help book
went on to be called the “most influential business
book of the 20th century.” To date, more then 25
million copies of the book have been sold.

As a small business owner, I found the book very
enlightening and helpful, but I mostly found myself
relating to Dr. Covey’s “7 habits” as things that
would really help anyone who lived with and
worked with dogs!

As a professional dog trainer, I get to work with
people from all walks of life and the dogs they love.
Interestingly, no matter who they are, what they do
for a living, or what kind of dog they have, their
issues are similar: They call me because they want
their dog to stop doing “X.” Usually, they say they
have “tried everything, but the dog just won’t
listen.”

I love the opportunities I have to work with so
many amazing dogs. But a lot of what I do comes
down to coaching the dog’s owners on how to look
at things differently to obtain a new outcome.
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learn what he’s supposed to do the next time a
guest comes to visit or the mailman delivers a
package. This will set up an endless cycle of wrong
behavior, harsh correction, confused and scared
dog, frustrated guardian. This cycle can be broken
easily if you begin dealing with your dog with your
end goal in mind.

3. Put first things first.
Prioritizing is a necessity in all aspects of our lives.
Working with your dog is no exception. There will
probably be several things you wish to change or
work on with your dog, but certain ones should
take precedent. Any behavior that is necessary to
keep your dog and other family members safe
should be a top priority. This could be teaching
your dog to come when called because you live near
a busy street. It may be working on creating
positive associations for your dog with babies
because you’re expecting. If you’ve recently
brought home a new puppy, proper and humane
socialization should be your number one priority
due to the brief window of time puppies have to
learn about their world and whether it’s safe.

Focus on teaching your dog whatever behaviors
meet your immediate needs; usually, the rest can
be handled with proper management such as baby
gates, fences, a leash, stuffed food toys, etc. There
is nothing wrong with using management to keep
everyone safe and happy until you have a chance to
work on that next issue with your dog.

4. Think win-win.
Always think in terms of mutual benefit when
working with your dog. I doubt you added a dog to
your family to spend the next 10 to 15 years in an
adversarial relationship. Therefore, it’s not helpful
to think in terms of dominating your dog or
expecting your dog to spend his life trying to
please you.

Instead, make the things you ask your dog to do
just as beneficial for him as they are for you. 
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things off on the right foot by first showing your
new family member where she is supposed to go
potty – before you ever bring her indoors! Stay out
there until she goes, and immediately reward her
with treats and praise!

Then, instead of turning her loose in her new
home, allow your new dog to have access to just
one room or area in the house at first – a place
where she won’t be able to make mistakes like
jumping up on the bird cage, soiling a precious rug,
or chewing up a family heirloom. Allow her to relax
in an area where it’s safe to explore without being
able to make any major mistakes and where her
water, food, toys, and beds are located. Reward her
for sitting politely as she meets each member of the
family and each visitor to the home!

Dogs do what works for them and what’s safe for
them. If you introduce behaviors that are safe for
the dog and work for you both, your dog will begin
to choose them naturally.

2. Begin with the end in mind.
To change an unwanted behavior, you first need to
decide what you want your learner to do instead. It
is very easy to say, “I want my dog to stop jumping”
or “I don’t want my dog to bark at the mailman.”
You need to turn that around and decide exactly
what you’d rather have your dog do in those
moments.

To modify the unwanted behavior, we must be able
to picture the final goal. If your dog is jumping on
guests, you would probably prefer that he sit
politely instead. If your dog is barking, you may
decide you want him to play with his toy or go to
his bed while the mailman passes by. These are the
finished behaviors you can have in mind so you
know exactly what you’re going to teach your dog
to do.

If you don’t have a goal in mind and you’re only
focused on stopping a behavior, your dog will never 
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Thankfully, this couldn’t be easier, since most dogs will gladly
work for food, toys, praise, and/or petting.

Your relationship with your dog should be like any other in
your family, built on mutual respect and love for one another.
If you stop and consider how your dog must feel in a given
situation – just as you would for your partner or child – you
can then approach it in a way in which you both receive what
you need in that moment: a win-win.

5. Seek first to understand, then to be understood.
Humans are quick to demand full and complete
comprehension from our dogs. It’s surprising when you
consider we expect this from an entirely different species –
one that doesn’t speak our language! On the flip side, consider
that dogs speak to us all day long with their ritualized body
language. Sadly, the majority of humans have never learned
this language.

Dr. Covey wrote in his book, “Seek first to listen with the
intent to understand the thoughts and feelings of others, then
seek to effectively communicate your own thoughts and
feelings.”

We must remember that our dogs have their own thoughts and
feelings and that the environment we subject them to affects
both. If you cue your dog to sit or lie down while at the vet
clinic or on a busy street corner and he doesn’t do it, it’s not
because he is being stubborn. Your dog may be scared,
anxious, or overwhelmed in this situation and feels that it
would be unsafe or uncomfortable to sit or lie down. He is not
defiantly disobeying your orders. He is responding to his
instinct and emotions in the moment. Every one of us does
this when we feel scared or threatened.

Learning how your dog communicates with his body means
you care about this family member with whom you share your
life. It also shows your dog that he can trust you to help him
out of overwhelming moments and you will understand what
he needs. What an amazing gift to be able to offer him!

6. Synergize.
This means recognizing your own strengths and celebrating
the strengths of those around you. You may have adopted a 
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dog because you thought it would be nice to visit nursing homes and cheer up people with a
sweet, fluffy therapy dog. However, the dog you end up with might be full of energy and better-
suited for an agility field.

Instead of seeing this as a failure in your dog’s ability to be a therapy dog, consider the amazing
possibilities you could have doing something more active together. Perhaps this unexpected
development will open up a new world to you, with like-minded friends and fun travel. (And
perhaps your dog will grow to share your interest in providing comfort to people later in his
life!)

Just as you would with a child, try meeting your dog where he is, accepting him for who he is
today. Be open to discovering the wonderful gifts he can bring to your life right now.

7. Sharpen the saw.
There isn’t an individual on this planet that ever stops learning. In fact, learning is always
taking place, even when we don’t realize it.

If you think of training a dog as something you do haphazardly (when you find the time) for the
first few weeks he’s in your home, you will not be happy with the results. Alternatively, if you
weave training into your everyday life with your dog, thinking of each brief interaction as a
teaching moment, you will be amazed by the outcome. Your dog will receive clear and
consistent messages from you in all types of settings and situations. This will allow him to
develop into a calm, confident dog who truly understands what is expected of him and which
behaviors are appropriate to choose on his own.
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It’s not uncommon for someone to ask me, “How
long will it take before my dog is trained?” The
truth is, there really isn’t an answer to this
question because there should not be an “ed” on
the end of the word train. As long as we are alive,
learning is always happening and none of us is ever
fully “trained.”

Instead of being disappointed by this and thinking
that you will have to train your dog for the rest of
his life, I encourage you to flip that narrative and
become excited about the opportunity to share a
mutual journey in learning alongside each other – a
journey that builds a bond like no other.

Tiffany Lovell operates Cold Nose College, Space
Coast in Brevard County, Florida. Tiffany offers in-
home and online training and behavior consulting.
She is co-instructor of the Malena Demartini
separation anxiety certification program and a VSA
(Victoria Stillwell) faculty advisor.6  |  W H O L E  D O G  J O U R N A L
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