
Whistle While You Call: Teach Your Dog an Emergency Recall! 

Teaching your rescue dog an emergency recall is a game-changer—it could even save their life. It’s 
also a great way to increase your bond. Using a whistle makes it more effective: the sound cuts 
through distractions, carries over long distances, and keeps things consistent (as our voices don’t 
always hold up under pressure). 

But what if your dog isn’t a fan of the whistle? Don’t worry—there are plenty of other options, and 
we’ve got you covered. 

Let’s dive into how to make emergency recall training fun and effective for every dog. 

Step 1: Find the Reward That Works for Your Dog 

Not all dogs are foodies, and that’s okay! The best reward is whatever makes your dog happiest. 
Here are some ideas to try. Just be sure it’s something that they LOVE and change it up!  Use trial 
and error to figure out what your dog loves best, recognizing that this will vary in different 
environments.  Some popular ones are: 

• High-value treats: Cheese, chicken, hot dogs, liver treats—something extra delicious! Try 
different foods to see what really makes your dog’s eyes light up.  We need something really 
special for this one – no kibble allowed! 

• Toys: A game of fetch with a favorite ball or a squeaky toy, if that is something they 
absolutely love. 

• Tug games: Many dogs love the excitement of a good tug-of-war, if you are comfortable with 
this game.   

• Flirt pole fun: Let them chase the lure on a flirt pole for a quick burst of excitement. 

• Treasure hunting: Toss a handful of treats into the grass and let them sniff to find the 
treasure. 

• Chase me! Run away from your dog (in a safe area), so they get to chase you—dogs love a 
playful game of tag. 

• Praise and affection: Only use this if your dog genuinely loves it. Some dogs thrive on belly 
rubs and cheerful praise, while others may not find it as rewarding. Watch your dog’s 
reaction to see if it works for them. 

The key is to find what motivates your dog most and mix it up to keep things exciting. Variety keeps 
them guessing, and they’ll always be eager to come back to see what’s next! 

Step 2: Pick Your Whistle (or another sound or special word) 

Not just any whistle will do! You want one that’s easy to blow – plastic or metal – as long as it has a 
clear tone. The best are ones that you can put on a key chain, wear around your neck or put in your 
mailbox. There are some great ones you can buy on Amazon.  However, some dogs may find the 
sound of a whistle startling. 



If your dog is afraid of the whistle: 

• Start with a quieter whistle or blow it softly to avoid overwhelming them. 

• Pair the whistle sound with treats from a distance to help them build a positive association. 

• If the fear persists, don’t force it. Try other options like: 

o A distinct verbal cue that you don’t already use (e.g., “Ready?” or a silly word like 
“POTATO” or “PUP PUP PUP!” in an upbeat tone). 

o A specific sound, like your own whistling, clapping or a unique noise from your 
phone. 

The key is consistency, so choose something your dog feels comfortable with and stick to it. 

Step 3: Make the Whistle or Cue Awesome 

Once you’ve picked your whistle, sound or cue, it’s time to make it the best thing ever! 

• Be close to your dog and have your food/activity ready. 

• Blow the whistle, make the sound or say the cue once and immediately reward your dog 
with something you know they LOVE. Change it up so that when your dog comes, it’s always 
a fun surprise! 

• Repeat this 5–10 times in a calm spot. Pretty soon, your dog will hear the sound and think, 
“This is the best thing that’s ever happened!” 

Step 4: Get Them Moving 

Now it’s time to add some action. 

• Blow the whistle or use your cue when your dog is a few steps away. When they come 
running, reward them with their favorite treat, a squeaky toy, or even a mini play session. 
The key is to make it FUN! 

• Gradually increase the distance in a low distraction environment – maybe try while you are 
in another room in your house or in the backyard. The farther they come, the bigger the 
celebration—whether it’s a tug session, a huge amount of food dropped on the ground or a 
game of flirt pole. 

Step 5: Practice with Distractions 

Life is full of distractions—squirrels, toys, tasty-looking sticks. So, let’s practice for the real world. 

• If you have a fenced area: Practice in a safe space with low-level distractions, like a ball 
lying nearby or distant noises. Blow the whistle or use your cue, and when your dog comes 
to you, reward them with treats, playtime, or a quick game of fetch. 

• If there’s no fenced area: Use a long line (a 20–30-foot leash) to ensure safety while still 
allowing your dog the freedom to roam. Hold the line loosely, and when you use the whistle 
or cue, reward them generously when they come to you—it should always feel worth it! 



• If they hesitate or seem distracted, stay upbeat and patient. Call them again, and when they 
respond, provide a reward they can’t resist.  You might want to decrease the distance or try 
again in a less distracting area.   

Step 6: Take It Outside 

Once your dog’s recall is solid in controlled spaces, it’s time to test it in the real world. Head to a 
secure off-leash area (or use a long line for safety), let them explore, and then give your whistle or 
cue. When they come racing back, give them a big reward—whether it’s a handful of treats, a 
rousing game of tug, or an exciting flirt pole chase. Watching them sprint back to you will feel like a 
victory for both of you! 

 

Pro Tips for Reliable Recall 

• Keep it special: Save the whistle or cue for practice and emergencies only. 

• Reward with variety: Mix up the rewards to keep things exciting—treats, playtime, belly 
rubs, or even a surprise game of fetch. 

• Be patient: Rescue dogs might need extra time to build confidence. Celebrate their 
progress every step of the way. 

 

Why It’s Worth It 

An emergency recall isn’t just practical—it’s empowering. It gives your dog freedom while keeping 
them safe, and it strengthens your bond along the way. 

It’s also a great back up if your dog decides to bolt.  Having a whistle around your neck, in your 
mailbox or at your door in case your dog does a door dash is very helpful.  You can even practice 
this with a long line out your door with the whistle as one of the exercises!   

With consistency, a mix of rewards, and plenty of patience, your dog will soon be sprinting back to 
you with enthusiasm and joy. 
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