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Cooperative Care: 
When to Touch and 
Poke?
Kristen Klebba, LVT, KPA CTP, VTS (behavior)

What is 
cooperative 
care?

Teaching pets behaviors that  willingly allow them to 
participate in their own husbandry and veterinary 

care!

How dog's learn!
Positive reinforcement – Addit ion of 
a pleasurable stimulus to increase 

the likelihood an animal w ill 
perform the behav ior again. 

Marker training – A form of tra ining 
where the correct behavior is 
marked with a bridging stimulus 

(clicker, verbal) and then 
reinforced.

Desensitization  - The decrease of 
an emotional response to a  

stimulus after gradual exposure. 

Classica l countercondit ioning  – 

Changing  the emot ional or 
physiological response of an animal

Operant conditioning – A method of 

learning through trial and error that 
creates associat ions between 

behavior and c onsequences.
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Consent behaviors
Consent: Giving permission for 
something to happen. In animal 

training , it is a  behavior that has 
been taught to let the 

trainer/ow ner/veterinary staff 
know that  the pet is ready  for touch 
or to perform a procedure. 

(Cooperative  v eterinary care , 
Howell and Feyrecilde)

Targeting: Process of teaching your 
dog to touch an objec t, the target , 

with a part of their body, most  
often their nose

Stationing: The dog targets a 
spec ific spot  w ith their body  for a  
duration of time

What is a chin rest?

The dog  rests their chin/head on an 
area or object for a  g iv en amount  of  
time to permit handling and 

procedures.

What you'll need

Platform for target  item – chair, 
stool, etc. (Ideally at a  height for 

easy chin placement while 
standing)

Target item for the chin rest – 
towel, pillow, blanket.
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Getting started
With the dog in a standing 
position use a lure to encoura ge 

them to move  the ir nose/chi n 
over the  ta rget item. 

Say  "yes" or c lick to ma rk the 
behavior a nd follow with a 

treat.

If  the ani ma l mov es into a sit or 
down, use a  food lure  or toss a  

tre at wa y to reset the  dog bac k 
into a standing position.

Shaping the behavior

Continue to shape toward the dog rest ing  their chin 
on the item by either marking downward movement 
of the head or using  a  food lure to encourage the dog 

to rest their chin on top of the target.

Fade the lure

Start by shaping your hand as if y ou are holding a 
treat (but with none inside) to lure into posit ion 

and feeding  treats w ith the other hand. 

Ev entua lly the goal is to move your hands out  

view, c ont inuing  to reinforce for offering  the chin 
resting on the target .
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Duration

Once offering the chin rest with as little prompting as possible, begin to increase 
duration by mixing in slight ly  longer durat ions with short  durations.

Getting consent 

Once the dog is reliably offering the chin rest  

behavior begin to teach them they are in c ontrol of 
the interaction by  using  the chin rest  for consent . 

Before touching add in hand movement  f irst ! 

Start with raising  y our hand in v iew, then click/mark 
and treat.

Continue to move your hand toward the patient  a few 
inc hes at a  t ime.
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Opting out
When the dog opts out it is a good opportunity to teach 
the dog no reinforcement is given for lift ing head and/or 
moving away.

If the dog chooses to lift his head, pause and reflect on 
what  occurred just beforehand. Did you reach toward 
them? Was there a noise or movement inside or outside 
the room? Have you been tra ining for a while and the 
dog is mentally tired?  

Use what you learn to set the patient up for success 
going forward. 

When to move onto next step?
Consider the dogs previous history. 

o W hat is their response w hen fearful?  Bite 
history?  Resilience? 

Watch the dogs body language closely!!

o Panting, ears back , ta il tucked, averting 
gaze, suspicious/watchful, fidget ing ,  
taking treats roughly or not  taking them at 
all

Is the dog able to perform known c ues? 

Ready for the next step!

o Relaxed body

o Keeping  body stat ionary/no avoidance 

behaviors ( i.e. not shift ing  away )

o Offering chin rest with enthusiasm after 

resetting by tossing  a  treat

o Orientat ion of  chin rest/proximity to me
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Add touching

Once the dog is doing well with y our hand moving, begin nonthreatening touches.

Start with touching at the shoulder.

Predictor cue

Add in a cue to tell the patient  a  w hat you are doing to do.

The ones I use frequently are - "shoulder," "pinch," and "poke."

I w ill a lso add c ues for other sensitive areas I may  touch or start my touching - "ear" 
or "hip"

The process will look like:

o Say "shoulder"

o Touch shoulder

o Mark  while touching  shoulder

o Stop touching shoulder and g iv e a treat

ThePhoto by PhotoAuthor is  li censed under CCYYSA.
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When to slow down!

If the dog opts out  multiple times in a row

It is dif fic ult to get them to reengage

You notice an increase in anxiety or av oidance

Moving forward split the c riteria down into 
smaller more achiev able steps. 

You can a lso help c reate behavioral momentum by 
mix ing  known cues intermittently during  t ra ining 

sessions.

Next steps

Gradually lengthen the duration of touching, and g lide your hand to other parts of the 
body before mark ing  and treating.

W hen comfortable with one hand, add a  second hand. Touc hing with each hand 
individually and then touch with both hands.



10/9/2024

8

Add in new tools

Allow the dog t ime to get used to the new item.

Practice chin rest  w ith the item in view  and then your 

other hand while touching before start ing to move 
the item toward the pat ient.

Having the dog target  the item for a  mark /treat  can 

help make it less scary!

Blunt  t ip needles are a good way to desensit ize the 

dog to a slight  pinch at the inject ion site. 
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SQ Injection
Add in a p inch/ tent of the skin

When p inch/ tent is goin g wel l,  

introduce the syringe.

Once th e dog is comfortable with 
the syringe in  your hand begin 
approximations of moving the 
syringe toward the dog, a 
pretend poke with the capped 
needle and th en pretend pokes 
with blunt tip needles.

The difference the day makes!
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Time for a 
demonstration!

Conclusion

Cooperative care training  can be f un and rewarding!

It takes time and ex perience to get  more comfortable 

with when to mov e onto the nex t step. 

Respec t the point of consent! Resist the urge for "one 
more rep" or to just  do something quickly. 

It somet ime takes only one bad repetition to damage 
the trust .

Questions??
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Kristen@unionlakepets.com

Thank you!!
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