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ADVANCED AGILITY 

Student Notes - Week 6 

Unmotivated?  

One of the most frustrating challenges of agility can be a keen handler with 

an unmotivated dog.  One of the first steps to trying to overcome a dog’s 
reluctance is to try to determine the source of the dog’s hesitation.  Here is 
a checklist of some of the more common causes of motivational issues.  
Take a look at your dog and determine if they could be faster, or keener to 
play agility. If the answer is yes, try to determine what the issue might be.  

PHYSICAL ISSUES____________________________________ 

The first culprit when looking for cause of motivation issues should always 
be physical.  Dogs will not want to work if they are uncomfortable or in pain. 

 Some dogs start agility because the owner wants to get them off the 
couch.  But sometimes that couch has caused the dog to be overweight coming into the sport, so until the 
extra weight is taken off, the dog is working twice as hard to perform (like jogging with a 20 lb backpack) .  If 
the dog is out of shape it is important to exercise them way from agility, to ensure that they do not begin to 
associate agility with hard work and become unmotivated. 

 Similarly, a dog that is suffering from back or joint pain will also begin to loose their motivation quickly.  Many 
dogs who come from unknown backgrounds and breeding also come from unknown genetic health issues.  
Hip dysplasia is very common among such dogs and can be a crippling disease.  Eye sight issues can also 
cause dogs to be hesitant and loose confidence and motivation.  If you are not sure whether your dog has 
health issues ask your instructor to watch for movement issues and/or ask your vet to check the dog over. 

 Keep in mind that while overweight or dysplastic dogs may be uncomfortable doing agility, it may be 
important to their health to keep them running and active.  So don’t give up on agility, but keep heights low, 
and be mindful of your dog’s limitations.  Keep it fun, and not work. 

MENTAL ISSUES___________________________________________________ 

 Some dogs are simply not in a particular hurry and so run no faster than is absolutely necessary. To try to 
encourage and/or inspire this type of dog the handler can do some competition exercises to bring out the 
competitive spirit in the dog.  The handler can start by showing the dog a toy or treat on the ground, use lots 
of pre-cue “ready, ready” s, and then “get it”.  If the dog isn’t fast enough the handler gets it, not the dog, at 
which point the handler should show the dog what they missed out on, and try again.  If the dog starts 

slowing down it is either because the dog thinks they can’t win and/or the dog doesn’t see enough value in 
the reward.  So up the ante and let the dog win sometimes when they look like they are actually trying. 

  Some handlers have a hard time not displaying disappointing body language or verbals when the dog makes 
a mistake (for a sensitive dog this may just be an exhalation of breath).   Unfortunately this will eventually 
cause the dog to shut down, worried about making a mistake.  If this is happening, make sure to set small, 
achievable goals, so the dog is not making so many mistakes. Reward often, and for effort, as opposed to 
only for correct performance.  Away from agility, a disappointed voice or body language can also be paired 
with reward, to the dog starts to become desensitized to the handlers negative vibe. 

 Use speed courses to motivate reluctant dogs. Do a lot of exercises that require the dog to drive to a table 
away from the handler. Another dog can also be added to try to speed up a slower, unmotivated dog by 
bringing out their competitiveness.  

 Be sure to figure out what really turns the dog on. For some dogs food does the trick, for others, only a toy 
will do. In general, food should be used to teach an obstacle, while a toy can be used to add excitement and 
speed to the performance.  


