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Steve Walter has spent over 40 years training working dogs
and helping clients develop reliable psychiatric
service dogs capable of functioning in the real world.

At Nitro K-9, we have seen firsthand how life-changing a
properly trained service dog can be for someone
living with PTSD, anxiety disorders, and other disabilities. 

For many people, a service dog provides stability,
confidence, safety, and the ability to move through the world
with greater independence. 

Because of that
responsibility, we take service dog training extremely seriously.

“Not every dog can be a service dog, and the most
responsible trainers are honest about that.”

-Steve Walter
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Many people imagine service dog training as teaching a dog a
few helpful tasks. In reality, the process is far
more demanding. A true service dog must be able to function
calmly and reliably in environments that
overwhelm most dogs. That reliability is built through
hundreds of hours of structured training and
real-world exposure.

Training typically includes:

• Foundational obedience and engagement: heel, recall,
extended down/place, impulse control, and
strong handler focus under distraction.

• Environmental stability: confidence around crowds, loud
noises, unusual surfaces, moving equipment,
and new environments.

• Public access reliability: calm, neutral behavior in spaces
where pets are normally not allowed, including
the ability to settle for long periods.

• Task training: tasks selected for the handler’s needs and
trained carefully, then proofed across
environments.

• Handler education: the handler learns how to communicate
clearly, maintain training, reinforce
behaviors properly, and navigate public access situations.

• Long-term proofing: repeated real-world reps over time so
reliability becomes second nature.
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WHAT REAL SERVICE DOG
TRAINING ACTUALLY INVOLVES
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One of the most difficult conversations we have is explaining
that not every dog can become a service
dog. This is not about effort, love, or dedication. It is about
genetics and temperament. A true service dog
must remain calm and reliable in environments that most
dogs find overwhelming—airports, hospitals,
crowded stores, busy sidewalks, restaurants, and public
transportation.

A service dog must remain stable and neutral in the presence
of:

• loud noises

• strangers approaching

• children running or screaming

• other animals

• food and environmental distractions

At the same time, the dog must remain deeply connected to
the handler and perform trained tasks when
needed. This level of stability is rare. Even among well-bred
dogs, only a small percentage possess the
temperament required for true service work. Many wonderful
dogs fail service dog programs simply because
the work is too demanding for their natural temperament.

Our goal is never to force a dog into a role it is not suited for.
Our goal is to determine the most responsible
and successful path for both the dog and the handler.
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WHY MANY DOGS CANNOT
BECOME SERVICE DOGS
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Misconception: Any dog can become a service dog.

In reality, only a small percentage of dogs possess the genetic
stability, resilience, and environmental
neutrality required for service work.

Misconception: Service dogs just need to learn a few tasks.

Tasks are only one small part of service dog training. Most of
the work is building a dog that can remain
calm, stable, and reliable in complex real-world environments.

Misconception: Service dogs are trained quickly.

Responsible service dog training takes many months, and
often years, of consistent work and real-world
proofing.

Misconception: The trainer does all the work.

A successful service dog is the result of a partnership. Handler
education and participation are critical to
long-term success.

N I T ROCAN INE . COM @N I T ROK9

COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS
ABOUT SERVICE DOGS
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Before pursuing service dog training, it is important to
consider whether your dog has the natural
temperament required for the work. While a professional
evaluation is always necessary, dogs who succeed
in service work often share several key traits:

• Emotional stability: able to remain calm and composed in
unpredictable environments.

• Environmental confidence: comfortable moving through
new places and around unusual stimuli.

• Low reactivity: neutral around unfamiliar people, other dogs,
noise, and distractions.

• Strong engagement: naturally stays connected to the
handler and enjoys working closely.

• Ability to relax in public: can settle quietly for long periods
under a table, chair, or desk.

• Physical health: capable of working regularly with
appropriate stamina.

Many wonderful dogs are not suited for service work—and
that’s perfectly okay. A dog does not need to be a
service dog to be an incredible companion or a well-trained
family dog. Honesty at the beginning prevents
frustration and disappointment later.
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HOW TO KNOW IF YOUR DOG
MIGHT BE A SERVICE DOG
CANDIDATE



05

Because service dog training requires exceptional
temperament, stability, and handler commitment, Nitro
K-9 follows a structured evaluation process before any service
dog training begins. This process ensures
that both the dog and the handler are set up for success.

Step 1: Initial Consultation
We discuss your goals for a service dog, your daily environment
and lifestyle, the tasks you hope the dog
may eventually perform, and your dog’s background and
history.

Step 2: Temperament and Stability Assessment
Your dog is evaluated for emotional stability, environmental
confidence, neutrality around people and dogs,
recovery from stress, and focus/engagement with the handler.

Step 3: Environmental Exposure
We may expose the dog to different stimuli to observe
reactions to movement, noise, unfamiliar people, and
new environments to assess resilience.

Step 4: Honest Recommendation
Following the evaluation, Steve provides a professional
recommendation—service dog path, foundational
obedience first, a different program that better fits the dog, or
alternative options if the dog is not suited for
service work.

Step 5: Training Path (If Appropriate)
If the dog demonstrates the temperament required, we
discuss a responsible training plan that can include
structured obedience, public access preparation, task training,
handler education, and long-term
maintenance.
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THE SERVICE DOG EVALUATION
PROCESS
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Service dog training is an extraordinary commitment for both
the dog and the handler. Because of the
stability, training, and responsibility required, this program is
not the right fit for everyone.

• Dogs with significant reactivity or aggression: dogs that
bark, lunge, or display aggression toward
people or other animals typically struggle with the neutrality
required for public service work.

• Dogs that are easily overwhelmed: dogs that become
extremely fearful, anxious, or shut down in busy
environments often find service work stressful.

• Owners looking for a quick solution: developing a reliable
service dog cannot be rushed.

• Owners seeking a fully trained dog without participation:
handler involvement and education are
required for long-term success.

• Dogs without the required genetics or temperament:
sometimes a dog simply lacks the stability or
resilience required for the role—and that is not the dog’s fault.

At Nitro K-9, our responsibility is to provide honest guidance
that protects both the dog and the handler.
Sometimes that honesty means recommending a different
training path that will ultimately lead to greater
success.
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WHO THIS PROGRAM IS NOT FOR
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Over the years, Steve has provided a significant amount of pro
bono and reduced-cost training for individuals facing serious
life circumstances, including those who rely on service dogs for
stability and independence. 

Helping people rebuild their lives through their dogs is
something we care deeply about.

However, these cases require a tremendous amount of time
and resources. For that reason, Nitro K-9 sets
aside only a limited number of pro bono or reduced-cost
service dog training cases each year. 

Those spots are extremely limited and are typically filled well in
advance. While we wish we could help every
person who reaches out, it is simply not possible to accept
every request.
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PRO BONO AND
REDUCED-COST TRAINING
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Choosing a trainer for service dog development is an
important decision. Service dogs must operate reliably
in public environments and support their handlers during
vulnerable moments. If you are evaluating service
dog training, these are good questions to ask any trainer you
are considering:

• What experience do you have training working dogs?

• How do you evaluate whether a dog is suitable for service
work?

• How long does service dog training typically take?

• How involved will I be in the training process?

• How do you ensure the dog can function in real-world
environments?

• What happens if my dog is not suited for service work?

Service dog training is a significant commitment of time,
energy, and resources. Taking the time to ask
thoughtful questions and work with experienced professionals
greatly increases the chances of long-term
success.
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QUESTIONS TO ASK ANY
SERVICE DOG TRAINER
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A real service dog isn’t created by wishful thinking or good
intentions. It comes from the rare combination of
the right genetics, the right temperament, and a tremendous
amount of structured training.

My responsibility as a trainer is to be honest about what a dog
can become. When a dog is truly suited for
the work, the results can change someone’s life. When they
aren’t, the most responsible thing we can do is
guide people toward the path that will actually succeed.
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A FINAL WORD

NITRO K-9
REAL DOG TRAINING. REAL RESULTS.


