
Dog Trainer interview questions
careertips.com.au: common questions and what they're really testing

What to expect
Dog Trainer interviews mix questions about your hands-on training approach with questions about how
you manage owners, since the human side of the job is as demanding as the animal side. Expect a
practical assessment or demonstration alongside the conversation.

• Behavioural: Questions about past cases, asking how you actually handled a specific dog or client
situation.

• Process: Questions asking you to walk through your method step by step, such as how you assess
a new dog.

• Scenario / judgement: Hypothetical situations testing how you'd respond to a stalled program or a
difficult owner.

• Client-facing: Questions about communicating with owners, managing expectations and getting
compliance with homework.

• Safety: Questions checking your awareness of bite risk, body language reading and safe handling
with reactive or fearful dogs.

Interviews often start with a short conversation about your training philosophy and background, move
into scenario and process questions, and frequently include a practical component, either observing you
handle a dog on site or reviewing footage of a past training session you've run.

1. Tell me about a time you worked with a dog that had a significant
behaviour problem. What did you do and how did it turn out?
Why they ask
This checks whether you can apply a structured method to a real case rather than relying on generic
tips, and whether you can talk about outcomes, including ones that took time.

How to structure your answer
Use STAR: describe the situation and the specific behaviour problem, your task or goal, the actions you
took step by step, and the result, including what you'd do differently.

Example answer

“I had a case with a young dog showing separation-related distress, including destructive chewing
and vocalising when left alone. My task was to reduce the distress without punishment-based
methods. I started with a baseline assessment using video recording to see how long the dog coped
before distress signs appeared, then built a gradual desensitisation plan increasing alone-time in
small increments, paired with a settle cue and food enrichment. Over about five weeks the dog went
from under a minute alone to over 45 minutes calm. If I did it again I'd introduce the video monitoring
earlier, since it made the owner's homework much easier to check.”

2. Walk me through how you'd assess a new client's dog before starting a
training program.
Why they ask
Assessment is the foundation of the whole program, and interviewers want to see you have a
repeatable, safe method rather than jumping straight to training exercises.

How to structure your answer
Give a clear step-by-step walkthrough of your assessment process, from initial contact through to
setting the training plan.

Example answer



“I start with a phone or written intake covering the dog's history, any known triggers and the owner's
goals. On the first visit I observe the dog's body language before touching any equipment, since a lot
of useful information comes from how the dog approaches new people and spaces. I'll run a few
low-stakes exercises, like asking for a sit or offering a hand for a sniff, to gauge learning readiness
and reinforcement history. From there I set two or three realistic short-term goals with the owner and
outline what the first few sessions will cover.”

3. A client's dog isn't progressing after several weeks of training. What do
you do?
Why they ask
Tests judgement under a stalled outcome, whether you troubleshoot systematically or just keep
repeating the same plan.

How to structure your answer
Explain the judgement call: what you'd check first, how you'd weigh options, and how you'd decide on a
revised approach.

Example answer

“First I'd check whether the plan is actually being followed at home, since inconsistent reinforcement
is the most common reason for stalling. I'd review recent session notes or video with the owner to see
if the dog's showing stress signals I might have missed, or if the criteria I'm asking for are too big a
jump. If the plan is being followed correctly and there's still no movement, I'd scale back to an earlier,
easier step and rebuild confidence before pushing forward again, and I'd flag to the owner if I think a
vet check for an underlying medical issue is worth ruling out.”

4. How do you handle a situation where an owner isn't following through with
the homework you've set?
Why they ask
Owner compliance determines whether training actually sticks, so interviewers want evidence you can
manage this without damaging the relationship.

How to structure your answer
Frame this as a client-facing question: describe how you'd raise the issue, what you'd offer, and how
you'd keep the owner engaged.

Example answer

“I'd raise it directly but without blame, asking what's getting in the way rather than assuming it's a lack
of effort. Often the homework is too time-consuming for their routine, so I'll simplify it to one or two
short daily exercises instead of a long session. I also send a quick video demonstrating the exercise
so there's no ambiguity about what 'practising recall' actually looks like. Keeping momentum matters
more than sticking rigidly to my original plan.”

5. What precautions do you take when handling a fearful or potentially
aggressive dog?
Why they ask
Safety is a genuine concern in this role, both for the trainer and for the dog and public, so interviewers
check you can read warning signs and manage risk.

How to structure your answer
Answer as a safety question: list the specific precautions and reasoning, grounded in real handling
practice.

Example answer

“I read body language before I approach, looking for stiffening, whale eye or a tucked tail, and I won't
push a greeting if I see those signs. I use a longer lead and keep distance to give the dog an escape



option rather than cornering it, and I'll use a properly fitted harness rather than a collar if there's any
risk of a lunge. With aggressive cases I bring in a muzzle introduced gradually and positively
beforehand, and I always brief the owner on handling so they're not caught off guard mid-session.”

6. How do you adjust your use of positive reinforcement for different dogs,
for example a high-energy working breed versus an anxious rescue dog?
Why they ask
This checks technical understanding of reinforcement principles beyond a one-size-fits-all script.

How to structure your answer
Answer as a technical question: explain the underlying principle first, then give concrete adjustments for
each type of dog.

Example answer

“The principle stays the same, reinforce the behaviour you want, but the reward type and timing need
to match the individual dog. With a high-energy working breed I'll often use movement or tug as the
reward rather than food, since that's what actually motivates them, and I can ask for more before
reinforcing. With an anxious rescue dog I keep sessions short, use very high-value food rewards, and
reinforce calm behaviour itself rather than only trained cues, since building confidence matters as
much as the specific skill.”


