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Sooner or later, you will probably have to “force-fetch”
If you plan to participate in hunt tests or field trials, sooner or later you will probably have
to force-fetch your dog.
What is force-fetch? It essentially teaches the dog that “fetch” means “fetch,” even if it is
an aluminum can, a frozen duck, an “over-ripe” duck, a dumbbell or a bumper. If you
have participated in the higher levels of obedience such as CDX or UD, then you have
probably already been introduced to a form of force-fetch. If not, this may be a foreign
concept.
You need the dog to understand that finding the bird (or dummy or dumbbell) is only half
of the process. The other half is delivering to hand. That means a quick, deliberate line
to the bird, a prompt pickup and a prompt return. It doesn’t mean rolling on the duck,
picking it up and dropping it several times, or tossing it in the air like a toy. And since the
dog will be completing these retrieves dozens of yards away from you, getting to the dog
quickly for a correction is often difficult. Hence the force-fetch. If this is done properly, a
sharp “fetch it up!” should be the only reminder needed in training for the dog to pick up
the bird and return to you.
There are many different approaches to the force-fetch, and I am not prepared to
provide step-by-step instructions. What I do want to address is why it is important and
how to get good advice on how to proceed.
The main concept is to put some sort of pressure on the dog, with the “release” being
the correct behavior—picking up the bumper. Some people use an ear pinch while
others use a toe loop or another method. Some teach the “hold” command before
“fetch,” while others treat them as one and the same. Whatever method, you need to
make sure that the dog understands the pressure and what the expected behavior is.
You cannot simply start pinching the dog’s ear and expect the dog to reach for the
dumbbell. You must properly build up to the concept. This is why I will not attempt to
provide instructions here, but I will tell you to find someone experienced, with happy,
nicely performing dogs to walk you through the process. If you don’t want to do it
yourself, get recommendations for a professional dog trainer who has lots of experience
with the force-fetch for fieldwork. Again, always make sure that the trainer has lots of
good references and ask to see a training session of the trainer’s client dogs working it
in the yard or field before making your decision. If the trainer will not allow you to
observe a training session, consider this a red flag.
Force-fetch is not a pleasant or happy process, so dogs sometimes get depressed in the
early stages, before they get the “big picture.” However, the end result should be a
happy dog willing to retrieve with lots of enthusiasm. You don’t want to see a dog that
cowers or looks afraid to be near the handler or afraid to fail for fear of the
consequences.
My first field dog, BJ, had never refused a retrieve. I had trained for over a year with a
group using pigeons and ducks as dead birds and live fliers. I went to my first hunt test

excited and confident in my dog. The first land mark was a dead bird, tossed into some
moderate cover across a ditch. BJ took a nice line down through the ditch, popped up a
few feet from the duck, grabbed it and returned to my side. The second mark was across
the ditch in a different spot to retrieve a live flier. BJ happily left my side, traversed the
ditch and approached the duck. She had her mouth open, ready to grab the duck, when
all of a sudden the duck reared up and flapped its wings furiously in BJ’s face! BJ was
visibly startled. She thought about it for a few seconds, and then decided to hunt for a
more cooperative duck. I had to call her in and call it a day. That was when I realized
that she had never been introduced to a live, flapping bird and that we might need to go
through force-fetch after all. Maybe I just needed to train with people who were not good
shots so we got more wounded birds to practice with!
At any rate, I asked one of the people in my training group to explain the process and
walk me through the steps. Then I followed those steps with BJ. She learned “hold”
quickly and learned to reach out and take the dumbbell from me when I held it out in
front of her and told her to fetch, but she couldn’t quite understand picking it up off the
ground when I placed it in front of her. I had to be gone several days on a business trip
at this point in her training. When I returned, I headed out to the kennel to pick up where
we left off. I wasn’t looking forward to it, because it was difficult for me to watch her
struggle to understand—and I worried that I was causing that confusion.
I put her on leash and told her to “heel.” I placed the dumbbell on the floor and before I
could straighten up, she had snatched it up and was presenting it to me. Her tail was
wagging furiously and she was smiling around that dumbbell in her mouth! She had
used her four days without me to think about that puzzle and figure it out. I don’t know
which one of us was more relieved, but it was a happy day.
Since BJ, I have force-fetched five other dogs and have one at the end of the process
now. The stronger the retrieving desire, the easier the task, but eventually in field work,
you will run across a situation where your dog hesitates or refuses to retrieve. Without
the force-fetch training, you will have a hard time overcoming that situation.
Reading about the process and looking at diagrams is a good start, but I still feel the
best way to truly understand the process is to watch someone and have a person you
trust to rely on when questions or problems arise.
Happy training!
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