
 
 

Relax On a Mat  
 
 
 
 

Relax on a mat is one of the most important skills you can teach any dog.  The goal 
of this exercise is to teach your dog that the mat is a safe place, and relaxing on it 
pays off. Dogs that learn how to relax on a mat often have reduced stress and 
happier owners. It’s important to note that this behavior is not something we will put 
on any sort of verbal or visual cue - we want our dogs to choose the mat because it is 
a spot of relaxation and reinforcement. This encourages the dog to self-soothe as they 
become more familiar with this skill and its benefits.  
 
Supplies 
 

● A portable mat (blanket/towel/etc) - something that you can bring to class 
● Bite-sized high value treats 
● Treat bag 
● 6-8 ft leash and harness  

 
Teaching Relax on a Mat 
 
Plan on working this is in 5-10 minute sessions at first. Find a low-distraction 
environment in your house to work on this skill, where your dog’s attention won’t be 
tempted to wander. Make sure your dog has recently been outside to eliminate, and 
provide a water bowl with fresh water nearby for your dog to drink from if she wants.  
 
Step 1 
Time to set your dog up for success and teach her that the mat is magic! Before you 
bring your dog in the room, put the mat down on the floor next to where you will be 
sitting and drop several treats on the mat for your dog to find when she comes in the 
room with you.  
 
Step 2 
Go get your dog and bring her in the room. Let her explore the environment when you 
walk in, and take a seat when she walks over to the mat and finds the treats. While 
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she’s still eating the treats you left for her, drop a couple more on the mat for her. 
Make sure to drop the treats on the mat instead of giving her the treats from your 
hand.  
 
Step 3 
Ask your dog to lay down on the mat and drop a treat in between her front paws. 
Drop another treat in between her front paws if she stays in the down position. 
Continue to reinforce the down intermittently. Watch for your dog to go into a relaxed 
down (rolling onto on hip with legs out to the side).   
 
Step 4  
As long as your dog is on the mat, continue to drop a treat on the mat every one or 
two seconds. When you’re ready to finish the session, invite your dog off the mat, 
reinforce with a treat away from the mat and roll the mat up to prevent your dog 
from going on the mat without receiving reinforcement.  
 
 
Troubleshooting 
 
If your dog wants to wander away from the mat at any point, walk with her to explore 
the room.  As you are walking away from the mat drop some treats for your pup to 
discover when she returns to the mat.  
 
If your dog doesn’t want to stay on the mat, run through her basic needs (water, 
potty, play, sleep, food) to make sure she isn’t trying to get one of those basic needs 
met.  Also look at the environment - are distractions too high? Try a different room in 
the house.  
 
If your dog is too excited about the dropping treats, you can begin this exercise by 
using longer lasting treats like bully sticks and Kongs. Bring the mat out when you 
want your dog to practice relaxing, and then provide the enrichment item.  You will 
still be building the relax on mat behavior and can introduce bite-sized treats in the 
process above after your dog has practiced a few times with the long-lasting 
enrichment items.  
 
Keep the mat put away when you aren’t working on it - we want to keep the mat as a 
safe and consistently reinforcing place!  
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