
MWD Enrichment Activity Overview – Learning New Behaviors 

1. Basic Description of the Activity

Teaching new behaviors is a primary form of cognitive enrichment that engages an MWD's mind, 
builds confidence, and reduces stress. For the handler, it sharpens training skills and 
dramatically strengthens the partnership and communication with their MWD. This guide covers 
three key categories of behaviors: those that directly benefit operational tasks, those that facilitate 
low-stress cooperative care in veterinary and husbandry settings, and those that are taught "just 
for fun" to provide pure mental stimulation and strengthen the handler-dog bond. The foundation 
for all of this training is positive reinforcement, turning learning into a rewarding and engaging 
game. 

2. Enrichment Categories Covered

• Cognitive: The primary focus. Learning requires problem-solving, memory, and focus.

• Social: This is a one-on-one activity that requires intense communication and
partnership between the handler and MWD.

• Sensory: The MWD must focus on the handler's visual and auditory cues while tuning out
environmental distractions.

• Physical: Many behaviors, from heeling to holding a "stand," require body awareness
and muscle control.

3. Logistics Required

• Equipment:

• High-value food rewards.

• A clicker (optional, but recommended for precision).

• Props: A non-slip bath mat for "Place," a chin rest platform, and any operational gear
for desensitization (muzzles, booties, etc.).

• Space & Building:

• A quiet, low-distraction area to begin training.

• As behaviors become more reliable, training can move to more distracting
environments.

4. Getting Started: Prerequisites

• For the Human:

• Must be proficient in positive reinforcement training techniques (marking and
rewarding desired behavior).



• Must be skilled at reading their MWD's body language to identify understanding,
confusion, or stress.

• For the Dog:

• Must have medical clearance from the VCO/VMO.

Categories of New Behavior 

Category 1: Operationally Beneficial Behaviors 

These skills enhance the MWD's effectiveness and safety in the field. Below is a list of 
recommended behaviors: 

Behavior Description & Use 
Focus Teaching the MWD to offer and maintain eye contact on cue, tuning out environmental 

distractions. 

Automatic 
Sit/Down 

Training the MWD to automatically sit when the handler stops walking, or lie down 
when the handler kneels. This creates a stable, default position. 

Advanced 
Heeling 

Heeling on the right side, between the handler's legs, or heeling backward. This allows 
for safe navigation in tight or complex environments. 

"Leave It" A critical cue for the MWD to disengage from a potentially hazardous or distracting 
item. 

Gear 
Acclimation 

Creating a positive association with the easy placement of all protective equipment 
(muzzles, booties, goggles, ear pro) so it can be done quickly and without stress. 

Assisted 
Movement 

Teaching the MWD to calmly accept being carried, hoisted, or lowered, which is vital 
for certain insertions or emergency evacuations. 

Category 2: Cooperative Care Behaviors 

Cooperative care uses training to allow an MWD to voluntarily and knowingly cooperate with 
veterinary and husbandry procedures. This dramatically reduces fear, anxiety, and stress for the 
MWD, handler, and staff. If the MWD fails to perform a known behavior, it is a clear indicator that 
they are not comfortable, and the procedure must be reassessed. 



Active Behaviors (The MWD performs an action): 
Behavior Skill Use 
Place Teach the MWD to go to a designated 

spot (e.g., a non-slip bath mat) on the 
floor or an exam table. 

Allows the MWD to assist in their own movement 
without physical manipulation. It creates 
predictability: "veterinary stuff" only happens on 
the mat. 

Side Teach the MWD to lie on their side in a 
lateral position on a stable surface, 
progressing to an exam table. 

Allows the MWD to voluntarily position 
themselves for exams or procedures, preventing 
the stress of being physically forced into a 
vulnerable position. 

Stand / 
Rest 

Teach the MWD to stand still on their 
"place" and, for advanced duration, rest 
their chin on a platform or the handler's 
hand. 

The MWD can signal their readiness for a 
procedure by holding this position. It provides a 
clear, stable target for them to focus on during an 
exam. 

Passive Behaviors (A cue predicts an event) 
Behavior Skill Use 

Ready? A verbal cue that signals a person is 
about to initiate an activity (e.g., 
touch, use a stethoscope). 

Gives the MWD a predictable marker that a human 
action will follow, eliminating the element of surprise 
and reducing anxiety. 

OK / 
All 
Done 

A verbal cue that indicates the 
interaction or procedure is complete 
and the pressure is off. 

Gives the MWD a clear end-point to the interaction, 
preventing the build-up of tension that can lead to a 
reactive outburst after the procedure is over. 

The Power of Approximations: For a fearful MWD, break down procedures into tiny, successful 
steps. Always pair the "Ready?" cue with each step. 

• Physical Approximations: Gradually decrease the distance between vet staff and the
MWD.

• Tactile Approximations: Start by touching the MWD in less sensitive areas (hips, tail
base) and gradually move to more sensitive areas (head, paws).

• Medical Equipment Approximations: Introduce medical tools (stethoscope,
thermometer) from a distance, then gradually move closer, then touch, rewarding calm
behavior at every step.



Category 3: “Just for Fun” Behaviors 

These skills have no operational purpose other than to provide pure cognitive stimulation, 
strengthen the handler-MWD bond, and build training enthusiasm. 

• Salute: Lifting a paw to their brow.

• Play Dead: Lying on their side or back after a "bang" cue.

• Roll Over: A classic trick that builds body awareness.

• Bark on Cue: Can be useful for demonstrations and builds impulse control when teaching
the corresponding "Quiet" cue.

Key Training Principles 

• Keep Sessions Short & Fun: End training before the MWD loses interest. A few
successful 5-minute sessions are better than one frustrating 20-minute session.

• Positive Reinforcement Only: The goal is to build a love of learning. Reward
success with enthusiasm.

• Read Your Dog: If the MWD shows signs of stress (yawning, lip licking, avoidance), the
task is too hard. Break it down into smaller, easier steps. End on a successful repetition.

References and Further Reading 

• Improving MWD Veterinary Experience: Cooperative Care.
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