
THE NAME GAME 

MAKE SURE YOUR DOG LOVES HIS NAME! 

I am always surprised at the number of dogs who do not acknowledge their name.   It seems 
like such a simple thing.   I call my dog’s name and I expect him to respond.   Here in class, I 
see many, many handlers call their dog in an attempt to get their attention and get zero 
response.   The dog is too intent on looking at another dog, sniffing the ground, or watching 
the tennis balls to pay any attention at all to their owner’s entreaties. 

This week, you are going to play the Name Game several times a day.  You are going to play 
this game in the house when there are no distractions going on.  Your dog must be awake and 
not staring out the window or playing with the kids.  Get a handful of extra special treats.  
Wait until your dog is not looking at you and then say your dog’s name in a very bright and 
happy tone.  As soon as your dog turns his head to look at you, use your marker word and 
toss a treat.  It’s nice if he comes to you, but we are just looking for a response to his name 
right now, so toss the treat even if he doesn’t start towards you.  Start with about 10 
repetitions.   This sounds easy but after just a couple of treats your dog may simply stand 
there staring at you waiting for his name and more treats.  We want a response to his name, 
so you will have to wait until he is looking away before repeating.  Try to do at least 3 
sessions per day.   You can do this while watching television or working on the computer.   
Just keep on eye on your dog and note when he is not looking at you and call him. 

If your dog does not look at you when you use his name, walk to him and get his attention by 
tapping him, use his name in that bright and happy way, use your marker word and reward. 

Never combine your dog’s name with negative verbiage, which can change the positive 
association to his name with a negative reaction.  Many dogs do not like the sound of their 
own name because owners often combine the dog’s name with verbal corrections.  The dog 
constantly hears:  “Max, NO! Max, GET DOWN! or Max, QUIET!”  Each and every time your 
dog hears his name, it should be associated with only positive attention. 

Once your dog is whirling around to look at you when he hears his name in the calm of the 
house, it is time to take the show on the road.  Start with a very familiar place like your yard.  
At first do not use his name if he is intent on something very distracting.   Wait until there 
isn’t much going on.  When you are successful with that, start upping the level of distractions.  
If you are leaving your yard, keep him on a short leash and as you are walking, call his name 
in that happy tone and start moving backwards.   Just back up, so as he turns around in 
response to his name you are still facing him.  As he starts towards you, show him the treat 
and have him run a few steps to you before rewarding.  You are now well on your way to 
having a dog who will come when he is called even when there are distractions around him. 

 


