
 
 
 
 
Teach Your Dog To Make Good Choices with 
The Unlock Game 

What if your dog always chose to be good? Making good choices is a really valuable skill we can 

teach our dogs.  

No dog is ever too old to learn these skills.  Perfect for tiny puppies and also great for adult dogs who 

will enjoy and benefit from the ‘brain training’ effects! 

It’s also a lovely way to make friends with a rescue dog, and to build a bond of trust between you.  

 

Choosing Games 
The Unlock Game is an example of a choosing game (free-choice exercise). 

A choosing game is one where the goal is not to teach a specific cue, but rather to help the dog learn 

that good choices make good things happen.  

Many dogs have very little control over what happens to them on a daily basis.  Choosing games 

bring joy, because they teach dogs that they can get what they want (and please you at the same 

time) by using their brain and figuring out what you want. 

 

The Unlock Game 
With this game you simply place some food in your hand and close your fist around it, then hold the 

fist out to the dog. 

Most dogs will paw at your hand, lick your fist and generally do their best to get the food out.  

Unlock teaches a dog that they have the power to ‘unlock’ your fist by avoiding contact with it. And 

you teach them this, by uncurling your fingers a tiny bit, as soon as they back away from your hand.  

You curl your hand back into a fist each time the dog makes a move towards it (Lock), and open it 

again as the dog backs away (Unlock).   

 

 



Once the dog has gained some self control you’ll be able to open your hand completely, and 

eventually to feed him the treats inside it, one by one, with the other hand.  

 

Brain Training 
'Choosing games' teach your dog to use their brain. They teach dogs to figure out what works, and 

what doesn’t work, instead of just going into battle to try to get what they want.  

Once the dog has played a few games like this, they start to change their attitude towards you. You’ll 

see your dog start to think before barging in.  

 

Leave-It 
The Unlock game is also the starting point for teaching a really reliable ‘Leave-It’ cue. 

Imagine you’ve dropped a chicken bone on the floor at dinner time? Or perhaps you’ve spilled some 

medication. The last thing you want is for your dog to go running toward perceived treats and scoff 

them down.  Cooked bones are a choking hazard and the pills could be highly toxic. Making sure your 

dog understands that everything on the ground isn’t up for grabs could be potentially life-saving.  

 

Teaching Your Dog When to “Leave It” 
Once your dog is ignoring food in your open palm you know they understand the concept of leaving 

things alone until otherwise instructed.  At least for objects in your hand!  Now it’s time to take 

things to the floor. 

 Place a treat on the floor with your hand over it.  

 Let your dog try to get the treat.  

 As soon as your dog stops trying, mark the moment, and reward.   

Note: don’t use the treat on the floor to reward.  It’s important for your dog to understand that this 

isn’t about eventually getting the item.  After all, dropped medication will never be up for grabs.  

Instead, reward your dog with a different treat from your pocket or other hand.  Ideally, make the 

reward treat of higher value than the floor treat. This helps emphasize that leaving certain things 

alone leads to the chance for even better things. 

 When your dog is readily leaving the covered treat alone, start removing your hand but be 

ready to cover the treat again if necessary.   

 The goal is for your dog to ignore the uncovered treat, but you want to prevent your dog 

from getting the food at all costs.  

 When your dog looks away, leans back, or in some way shows disinterest in the uncovered 

food, mark and reward with a higher value treat from your other hand. 



Place your dog on a lead and do this same exercise standing up. Except now, use your foot rather 

than your hand to cover the dropped food. The lead is to prevent your dog from getting any food 

that you accidentally miss or kick away. 

If your dog is automatically leaving the food alone when you drop it to the floor, you’re on your way 

to developing great impulse control!   

 Now you’re ready to add the “leave it” cue. Because your dog understands the concept, you 

shouldn’t have to use the cue, but it’s fantastic for other situations.   

 Before you drop the food, tell your dog to “leave it.”  

 When your dog ignores the food, mark and reward with the higher value treats in your other 

hand.  

 After many repetitions, your dog should understand the meaning of the cue words “leave-

it”. 

 

Teaching Your Dog to “Leave It” In Real World Situations 
In the real world, there are hazards everywhere, such as a mouldy sandwich on the verge or rubbish 

dumped in the park.  Now it’s time to up your training and walk your dog past things that need to be 

ignored. 

 With your dog out of the room, place low value treats in a row along the ground. Space 

them several feet apart.   

 Now bring your dog in on a lead and into view of the floor treats, say “leave it,” and walk 

past the row.  

 At each treat, mark and reward your dog with a high value treat for ignoring the floor treat, 

then walk on to the next.  (Don’t try to do the whole row at once).  

 If your dog tries to eat the floor treat, quickly cover it with your foot, using the lead to 

prevent your dog from reaching the treat before you. 

When your dog is ignoring each treat one at a time, try walking past the entire row after giving the 

“leave it” cue. Reward a successful run with something extra special like a game of tug or a chew 

stick.  Show your dog that ignoring things means the chance for something even more amazing. 

 Repeat the above exercises outside in the garden and then out on a walk.  

 The more locations in which you train, the better your dog will respond no matter where 

you are. 

 Next replace the food on the ground with other objects your dog loves, such as chew toys or 

tennis balls. This will help your dog generalize the cue from food to anything you don’t want 

your dog to have. 

When your dog is reliable with the cue, no matter what the object, it’s time to try “leave it” with 

real-world distractions like a cat or a person riding a bicycle.  Be ready with a super high-value 

reward and keep your dog on lead to prevent your dog from taking off after the distraction.  



Remember: don’t use the cue if you know your dog won’t respond. You don’t want your dog to 

practice ignoring you!  Instead, go back to training and work that particular distraction into your 

routine. 

By working through all the steps of this process, your dog will learn to control their impulses and 

automatically ignore food on the ground.  A strong “leave it” command means you decide what is 

safe for eating, not your dog.  By expanding the cue’s meaning to anything in the environment and 

careful stepwise training, you will also be able to control your dog’s behaviour around tempting 

distractions like people and other dogs too. 

 

 


