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Trainin' Dogs with Rick Smith: Being a Leader
by Rick Smith & Sharon Potter

Over the years, we've
often written about how
important it is that you
are the pack leader. This
time, we're going to
devote an entire column
to it, for a couple of
reasons: First of all, we
believe it's extremely
important in our
relationships with our
dogs; and second, we
feel the need to define it
further and help you
understand just what
being a leader is and
isn't.

Being a leader is
something we humans
should be familiar with,
because our own groups
throughout society have
leaders. It goes all the
way from the
playground at school to
clubs, churches,
community groups, and
government, just to
name a few. Somebody
emerges from most any
group as the leader,
whether they're elected
or just rise to that level
because they inspire
confidence in others.
This parallels dogs as
well. In any pack, there
will be a leader, and in
dogs it's an earned
position, not an elected

one.
What makes a good
leader? Dogs look for
the same qualities we
humans do. We want a
reliable, fair, consistent,
intelligent, patient, and
disciplined leader.
These qualities inspire
trust, and trust is a big
part of what makes any
group successful. The
one that can be
confusing is discipline.
Too often, discipline is
confused with
punishment. Discipline
is defined as training
that develops self-
control, efficiency, and
uses strict control to
enforce obedience.

A good leader is not a
dictator or a bully.
Dictators and bullies
tend to be feared rather
than respected, because
they dominate through
brutality and force
rather than through trust
and respect. A good
leader is looked up to
and admired, not feared.
Additionally, a good
leader's "pack" stays
strong and gains
numbers, while a brutal
leader or dictator's pack
tends to shrink as its
members look for ways

to escape.

How do we translate
this to dogs? That's
easy. In fact, we already
have. The same
qualities we humans
look for in a good
leader will make us a
good leader for our
dogs. Think of people in
your life who have been
exceptional leaders to
you. It may have been a
Cub Scout leader, a
football coach in high
school, or a teacher; it
may be a minister or
priest. It may even be a
boss or a friend or
parent. Think about
what it was that inspired
your confidence in that
person, and what
characteristics you
admired. Now let's go
the opposite direction.
Do you remember
following anyone who
consistently got you
into trouble? Probably
not a good example of a
leader, and you
eventually drifted away
from that person, right?
Dogs want a leader.
And while some dogs
want to be the leader,
most dogs are happy to
follow rather than lead.
The problems creep in
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