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Dos and Don’ts of Interacting with a Guide Dog Team

1. Do not pet, feed, make direct eye contact, talk to, or otherwise distract a working guide dog.
A guide dog’s first responsibility is to their handler. While in harness, a guide dog is constantly navigating around obstacles, indicating objects such as street curbs or stairs, and looking to their handler for direction. As such, it is crucial that they remain focused. Even a momentary distraction could cause an individual who is blind to run into a pole or miss a turn down a particular grocery store aisle or sidewalk.

2. Do not give a guide dog commands.
Guide dogs and their handlers are carefully matched using factors such as environment, temperament, and pace to facilitate a natural bond. Handlers are taught to use strict commands as they grow comfortable together to reinforce their partnership. It is essential that the dog only looks to the handler for those commands, so they are always on their best behavior and maximize success.

3. When giving verbal directions, address the handler by name, not the dog.
The handler plays an equal part in the team’s safe and independent travel and actively gives directions to the dog. Both dog and handler communicate through verbal and visual cues to get where they need to go and memorize routes to common destinations. Give specific directions to the handler, as vague phrases such as “over there” are ineffective at best.

4. Do not touch a guide dog’s equipment. This includes both the harness and leash.
A guide dog handler is the expert on their dog’s needs and equipment issued to them. Attempting to grab the leash or harness can result in confusion for the dog, inability to work, and in some cases, dangerous consequences for the team. If you have been asked to assist a guide dog team, you should lead the handler, not the dog.

5. Keep your pet under control when passing a working guide dog team.
Just as you can be a distraction, so can your pet. It is your job as a responsible pet owner to prevent your pet from interacting with a working guide dog in any way. Always keep your pet on leash and out of indoor spaces open to the public. If your dog has a history of aggression, take extra precautions, as negative interactions can lead to stress and trauma for guide dogs and their handlers. 
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