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Bryan running with Seamus in Highland Park, Texas.
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CHAPTER ONE:

You Do What?

When I tell people that I run dogs for a living, the response generally falls into one of two camps. The first is:


	“That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. Why would anyone hire someone to run their dog?”

	“Why would you get a dog if you can’t run with them or spend the time exercising them?”

	“Can’t you just throw them a ball?”

	“Do you actually run other people’s dogs?”



The questions continue on and on to borderline insult level where I start to question myself!

The second camp being:


	“That’s the coolest thing I’ve ever heard! How do I sign up?”

	“Wait … you spend your time running with other people’s dogs and get paid for it?”

	“I have a crazy dog who has so much energy; do you have a card?”



What it seems to come down to is the following: either you have spent time with a dog that needs to run, or you have not. It really is that simple. If you have not owned a hyperactive dog, or have been fortunate enough to have a dog that is satisfied with their daily dog walks, then I get it; it seems absurd that you would outsource the exercise of your dog. But there is a segment of the population that is at its wit’s end trying to find a solution for their dog with endless amounts of energy, aggressiveness, or even destructive behaviors.

I’ve spoken with families that have spent a lot of time and money trying to solve the problems that eventually lead them to our company. They’ll purchase harnesses, specialty collars, and leashes searching for peace of mind and a positive experience outside the home. Tools like those are definitely part of the solution, but like your own health, taking a holistic approach can yield different, and potentially better, results.

I’ve been operating DC Dog Runner for six years now, with the sole intention of bringing happiness, as well as physical and mental stimulation, to our pets through long-distance running. To the exclusion of all other pet services we can offer, we have chosen to focus on running with dogs for half-hour- and hour-long runs, multiple times a week.

The majority of the dogs we run benefit from and are fully stimulated by the half-hour option. If a dog has not been doing any consistent exercise beyond being let out for the restroom, they can be built up to cover that time over a few weeks. Our approach is to begin with the half-hour-long run as the goal.

The hour-long runs are a bit more breed- or even dog-specific. If we are just filling in for a runner who routinely takes his dog on long-distance runs and we need to maintain the fitness for a dog to keep up, we offer the hour. If the dog is a specific breed like a Vizsla, Weimaraner, German Shorthaired Pointer, etc., with lean, muscular, athletic builds, we recommend the hour. Just like us, the benefits only begin with physical fitness for the dogs. The long-distance running gives them work to do and a sense of purpose.

While it started with me running with dogs in my spare time to have fun and pocket a little extra cash, it has now grown into a small army of fifteen runners. My wife, Suzanne, and I have been able to turn it into one of the best dog-running companies in America, as named by Runner’s World magazine!
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My first appearance in Runner’s World magazine.
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How to Use This Book

Consider this a reference guide to running with your dog. The idea is to deliver information I pulled from research and my personal experiences to help you better understand your dog and its needs. Can you read this book cover to cover? Yes, and please do, but you can also use it to look up helpful tips for the specific kind of running you’re going to do that may be a little different than your normal routine. That is where this guide is going to be most helpful: whether you are a newbie who just adopted their first overactive dog, or a trail master who is looking for suggestions and solutions to help your current needs. I really hope this book and, more importantly, information can be shared in our running and dog communities to ensure that we are keeping in mind our four-legged friends turned road warriors!

Ideally, you can find everything you need for any situation. Say you’ll be running in the city, primarily after work, when it is hot because it is summer. You can navigate smoothly around from topic to topic to piece together all the pertinent information on just those kinds of conditions. Same goes for a rainy, cold, trail run, but this time you are running with multiple dogs, one of which likes to pull. Additionally, you can go and find specific gear recommendations to help you have a successful trip. This should be an essential guide you can keep and consult before all of your runs to have the best experience possible!

Who Am I?

My name is Bryan Barrera, and if you haven’t guessed by now, I am a professional dog runner! I’ve been running with dogs for seven years now and turned my side hustle into one of the best dog-running companies in the country. But it helps to go back to the beginning. It should be noted that I only started running in May of 2012. I signed up for the Katy Trail 5K after a fantastic sales pitch from one of the speech pathologists who worked with me at a hospital in Dallas. Calling this thing a 5K does not do it justice; that’s like calling a fancy motorcycle a bike. Yes, by definition, it is accurate, but it hardly tells the whole story. It’s more like a party you run to that happens to be 3.1 miles away. With the entry fee came samples of food from forty to fifty of the best places to eat in town, free beer and margaritas, and the excellent timing of being run on a Thursday evening in near perfect (slightly warm) weather. I was bamboozled. This was my first 5K ever; I didn’t learn until later how atypical this setup was. I have since become accustomed to the 8:00 a.m. Saturday starts and the bananas and bagels most races offer! Fine fare for a short run to be sure, but hardly the Cadillac expectations set by the Friends of the Katy Trail in Dallas. After that, I was bit by the running bug and continued to run faster and farther as the weeks went on. I loved the mental and physical challenge and the focus and commitment to training. Running was becoming an integral part of my life.

 I once heard a local radio host say that the marathon is the most physically demanding feat of endurance that the common person can do. We don’t all have the funds to travel to and climb Mount Everest, and we can’t all go push the body to Iron Man limits, but we can—almost—all train for and run 26.2 miles. When I heard that, I thought, why not me?

It was early January 2013 and I was one month removed from finishing the Dallas Marathon, my first. It had been lovingly known as Dallas White Rock Marathon and had ruffled a few running- community feathers with the new name and branding. That year’s route was fantastic; it crossed the new, soon-to-be-iconic Margaret Hunt Hill Bridge while still running around White Rock Lake to the northeast of the city. It proved to be the final time it circled around the lake, thus the name change. I had checked off one of the more common bucket-list items, the marathon.

Back to January 2013, and now a month had passed since the marathon. I had been going for a few thirty- to forty-five-minute runs since then. In truth, I thought I had squashed that “running bug” underneath the fifty thousand to sixty thousand steps I had taken during the race. But that little critter is definitely a cockroach, because it survived! I was thumbing through a Runner’s World magazine and they had profiled David Hill, a man who was operating his own dog-running company. A what? A fantastic service that took aim at the issues dog walking couldn’t solve. There are dogs out there that need more attention and physical exertion than a walk can offer. Running isn’t a substitution for walking, it is a stand-alone offering that helps solve health and behavioral issues. It was terrific, and I thought to myself, If I could get paid to run with dogs, THAT would get me back on a running schedule. At the time I was living in Dallas, so I searched around and found two potential companies offering a dog-running service. The first company was operated by a sole proprietor who seemed content within the borders of downtown, a tough spot for me to get to daily. The second was a more mature company and had a wider service area but wasn’t hiring at the time. I was a bit discouraged because it seemed like a great way to spend time while making a little extra spending money! I couldn’t put the article down. I would read and re-read it until one night in bed I whispered to my wife, “I’m going to do it; I’m going to start my own dog-running company.” She was no stranger to me saying I was going to start a business, so she gave me the requisite, “OK.” I think she was a bit surprised when I started researching and drafting fliers the next day.

Of course, the doubts of starting a business crept into my head as I began to think of all the risks involved. After all, it was a bit intimidating to think about the prospect of taking a stranger’s family member away from their home. But I didn’t let that hold me back; I was born with an optimistic disposition and had spent years in customer service positions. I knew how to connect with people and earn trust. Being competent in our ability to provide the service for the dogs is vital, but it is connecting with families and building relationships that is at the heart of our continued success and growth.

I began researching all the different dog-running services I could find online. At the time there weren’t very many, usually one or two in each major city, and far fewer that specialized in running only. What I learned from that research that still holds true through today is that many companies are general dog-service companies, and they’ll do their best to help you with your needs. If that is walking, running, pet sitting, boarding, or something else, they will help you take care of your dog. I think this is a fantastic business to be in and definitely needed, but when I saw the discrepancy between general dog services and compared it against a service that specialized in running, I saw an opportunity to differentiate. I knew I wanted to spend time doing the thing that I absolutely loved—running with dogs. So right then and there I made a decision to commit to starting a company that saw running as the solution to health and behavior problems including anxiety, hyperactivity, obesity, and many others.

I was consuming everything I could on the topic, from magazine articles to blog posts to YouTube videos, and then I thought, What if I just called David? So, I did. I picked up the phone and cold-called him. I left a message saying I wanted to start a dog-running company in Dallas and asked if he could spend some time on a call with me. He agreed and was a wealth of knowledge. Honestly, that one-hour phone call saved me from more poking and prodding around the internet in search of answers. I found him most helpful in talking about starting and operating a dog-running company, learning the limits of the pups, and if he actually enjoyed doing it day in and day out. David was generous with his time and knowledge, and I am and will be forever thankful.

The more we talked, the more confidence I gained in being the person who could operate this kind of business. On the operations side, I had always had a quiet confidence when interacting with animals. I have never lost sight of the appropriate roles in the relationship with them, namely with them occupying a subordinate position. What I knew from experience and more research was that being dominant isn’t about being tough or demonstrative or strict, but rather it is about being confident in decision-making and swift in action when the behavior falls outside expectation. Easy enough, right?

Generally, dogs are on alert and will remain so until they are confident that you are someone who can lead them. It is not always an easy transition to gain the trust of your alpha dog, but over time you can gain it. You have to spend time with them and lead the run, being patient to let them see that they are on the run with you and you are dictating the pace and distance. Making good decisions to avoid uncomfortable situations and remaining calm and confident will help you. Once you have their trust, you must respect it and keep them honest by correcting them.

On the business side, I spent enough time in sales positions with prospecting (finding customers) as a function of the job that I had a good sense of what was required to generate potential customers: social collisions. Plainly speaking, I needed to have as many interactions with dog people as I could to tell them about my wonderful (in theory) service. To stay around for as long as we have, it takes a commitment to both sides of this coin. Having a phenomenal service that nobody knows about is the same as having a poor service that has a bad reputation. No one wants to sign up for your service!

Knowing all of this, there was nothing left to do but open for business. Using Microsoft Word, I created this simple flyer (pictured below). It was me holding my oldest son, Owen, at the aforementioned Katy Trail 5K with a few bullet points about the benefits of running with dogs.
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The first flyer I made to start my business.

I set out for the nearest neighborhoods, going door to door and delivering them. I posted them on any community bulletin board I could find—dog shops, sandwich shops, and parks. You name it, I put a flyer on it. I created a Craigslist ad that was a direct copy and paste of the physical flyer, and then it happened … my first potential client responded by email. Could I run her eight-year-old Boykin Spaniel named Diesel?

Yes! 

Sitting here, years later, when a lot of the customer interaction comes naturally, it is easy to forget the ball of nerves and knots in my stomach as I sat there trying to convince someone to trust me with their family. After twenty minutes or so, Diesel and I set off on our “Meet & Greet.” This tester run that we still do to this day gives us a chance to assess the dog’s fitness and temperament as well as how well the runner and dog respond to each other.

With that first family under our belt, we leaned heavily on social media and our offline network. I set modest goals for myself and asked every friend with a dog if I could take them out running (for free). I needed to gain experience and confidence in running with one dog at a time. (I wish this book had been around at the time!) Slowly I began appearing at dog-friendly events to pass out fliers, setting up near community breakfasts at large apartment and condo buildings. Craigslist turned out to be a very good lead generator at the time, and I honed down exactly what benefits were appealing to families and what issues they were trying to solve for. Generally, families were looking for a way to expend their dog’s energy, if one existed.

I learned to position the service as a way to add exercise a few days a week as opposed to an outright substitution for a week of walks. We leaned into what we did well, which was being flexible. If your dog walker came at noon, we would be there by 9 a.m. or after 3 p.m. If they came in the morning, we set up service in the afternoon or evening. Even if they wanted to replace the walk, we found a way to make it to them in the middle of the day. It was a logistical challenge, but it was the best way to get our foot in the door. I believed that once the families saw the results of running, they would sign up for more runs, and I was right! I sat in more and more homes and signed up more dogs. But, the thing that generated the most customers was word of mouth. If you are delivering value, people will notice and appreciate it and tell someone. I was an honest, dependable person who set expectations with families and their dogs and then delivered.

I started with very little knowledge about running with dogs, but I truly believe that anyone can run with their dog. What you need is a little confidence and the right information from someone who has learned on the job and made the mistakes for you! Being dedicated to the specific solution of running with your dog has not been easy, and we’ve seen other companies come and go. I’ve seen at least eight other companies outright copy our website. I suppose that’s one way to get the information out! The truth is, when I see an opportunity too good to pass up, I pursue it relentlessly. When we moved to DC, we were a one-car family and couldn’t afford a second, so I borrowed a bike from my brother-in-law (thanks, Vytas) and rode it to appointments. When the appointments were too far to ride to and make on time, I would ride that bike to a metro station and connect to all parts of The District. I saw the opportunity to bring a wonderful service to families who desperately needed a solution for their aggressive, anxious, and/or destructive dogs, and I helped.

You Did This by Yourself?

Absolutely not.

My wife, Suzanne, and I met while attending the University of Dallas. She is originally from the Washington, DC, area, and we agreed we would eventually make our home there. While we were still in Dallas and Dallas Dog Runner was growing, we decided the time to move was now. We had two young sons (and eventually four more children!) and knew that with every passing day it would become harder to make the move. I continued to operate the company but decided not to take on any new customers. I was solving the problems that inevitably arise from an operation, and more importantly, proved that there was a need for the service. People were so happy with the results and how their dogs behaved on days they had their runs, they almost always added additional days throughout the week. We were a valuable service that brought peace and happiness to their home. Knowing we would eventually move, I began saving every dollar Dallas Dog Runner was making. I realized there was a real opportunity to operate a side business, and with the increased living cost from Texas to the East Coast, it made sense to start researching businesses in the Washington, DC, area.

What I found was a scattering of operations that included dog running as a service under their umbrella, but none had specialized in it. I figured there was a niche to be filled. I immediately purchased the domain name and website and used the profits by re-investing in a professional logo and infographic-style flyer. I spent two months building our first website. I asked a close friend who was a busy wedding photographer if he would give action shots a try. I began stitching together the backbone of what would become DC Dog Runner.

We met for a photo shoot, and I invited every dog we were running with at the time to Highland Park, Texas. It’s a beautiful town in the heart of Dallas with lush lawns, wide walkways, and manicured shrubbery. Only two people—both friends—showed up for the shoot, and I was panicked! Luckily, I’m pretty bold, so when I saw a woman with a black Labrador walking on the opposite side of the street, I walked hurriedly and explained our pickle. She just asked that I not steal her dog, a fair request. To this day, those four dogs have been mainstays on the DC Dog Runner website. I am thankful to those few in the beginning—Nick, Mia, Krysta, and random Labrador lady who helped our website make a mark by standing out with beautiful dogs and photography.
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Bryan running in Highland Park, Texas.

Photo by Nick Wignall

After operating Dallas Dog Runner for about six months, we finally moved. I began drumming up business, walking streets, and flyering doors. I had already launched this exact business and knew what activity was the most beneficial. I had also been paying attention to the clients that used our service and the reasons they were looking to run, and began appealing to that. In short, I hacked my way to a launch. I would sit in living rooms, go on introductory runs and talk about the benefits of running, and repeat. Things in Washington, DC, moved much more quickly because the culture of dog walking was already healthy, so the transition to a runner from a walker for their dog was much easier. I was competing with dog walkers and not the large Texas back yards.

Often there is a moment when something seemingly out of your control happens in your business that validates and gives momentum to the idea. If you are fortunate, you can notice and appreciate it happening in real time. I wasn’t so lucky, but looking back, the moment is clear, and this is it:

I had made a habit of driving the car with the windows down. When I would hear a dog barking or see one playing, I would make a note on my phone of the address and come back and flyer the whole block. On the flyer of the specific home where the dogs were, I would write a personalized note on the back introducing ourselves and signing it. Not wanting to be intrusive or run afoul of laws, we avoided knocking on doors or placing things in mailboxes. I decided the best course of action was to roll up the flyer and simply leave them wedged in door handles.

On this particular day, I was pushing my son Phillip in a running stroller to homes we would be targeting with flyers. I approached a lovely home in a charming town that abuts The District. On the face of the home there were two doors. I elected the side door in front of the driveway. I figured they used the door more often as it was glass paned and a bit more informal. When I walked up to deliver the flyer, I could see in the home, and I locked eyes with the homeowner. A shot of energy rushed through my body and, again, I panicked—this is a common theme. A fraction of a second passed in what seemed an hour’s time. He rose from his comfortable couch and greeted me at the door, and I pitched him.

“Hi, I’m Bryan, and this is Phillip! We’re flyering the neighborhood and introducing ourselves to families in the area with dogs. We operate a dog-running business for active dogs who need more than a walk.”

“Oh, thanks,” he said. “We’re actually runners, but nice to meet you.”

“Have a great weekend!”

I walked away still a bit juiced from the interaction and was between their home and their neighbors when …

“WAIT!”

I was a bit startled, and my eyes darted around to see who was calling. That’s when this energetic woman (Annabel) came bounding around the SUVs in the driveway. She and her husband, Matt, were both marathoners, but were also busy professionals. Their children were old enough to walk the dogs but not quite strong enough to run them.

“Wait!” she repeated.

“Hi,” I said.

“Is this what you do? You run with dogs?”

“Yes.”

We talked for another minute or so, and as she peppered me with questions, the enthusiasm in her voice grew.

“So, how do we start?”

That was it; that was the moment the momentum started to build. Matt and Annabel were not the first family to contract DC Dog Runner to run their dogs, but our relationship with them accounts for about one-fifth of the families we run today! The day after they started running, I received a call from their next-door neighbors Jon and Diane. Those two families, who still run with us today, are the longest-standing customers our company has. I refer to them as the “OG Crew.”
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Scout, Rocco, and Mikey on the Georgetown Branch Trail.

Back to present day, DC Dog Runner is now a sixteen-person operation run by my wife and me, sharing the responsibilities we naturally gravitate toward. The easiest way to describe our setup is me as the head, whereas she is the neck. The head does nothing but sit there motionless without a functional neck. And while I am technically the sole owner of the company, it wasn’t until I begged for eighteen months straight for her to join the business that she finally relented and helped give order and structure through well-thought-out processes she implemented. We’ve grown from a good-hearted, small, one-guy-running-with-dogs outfit to a do-it-right-or-make-it-right company that values relationships over transactions. One of the first conversations we have with new potential families is about being a human company: at some point it is likely that we are going to let them down, but our promise to them is that we are going to make it right. We’ve grown incredible relationships with the families we run with and are happy to have the opportunity to help you. Maybe we can’t run with your dog, but we can help you run with them or help you find a great person to fill in and become your dog’s second favorite human! Running can be a fantastic solution, and the hope is this is going to be a terrific resource to refer to as the variables to your runs with your dog change. Remember, any dog can run, but it is our job to learn how far, how fast, and how we can modify the activity to work for them and their runner.
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I'm Bryan, an avid runner who wants to exercise your dog when he
needs more than a walk around the block. Walking is good, running is
better!

‘Why run your dog?
o To curb anxiety
o To reduce excess energy
o To have a well behaved puppy

Run session includes:

o 5 min. warm-up
© 30o0r 50 min. run
o 5 min cool down

Important:

o Minimum age is 1 year
o $16 or $23 per session
o Monday - Saturday

o Free Consultation

If your dog is a bit out of shape, | will tailor a run/walk schedule to work
up to a full run session. Each full run session involves a 3 mile or 4.5-6
mile run depending on your dog’s ability.






OEBPS/Images/fm.jpg





OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
The Ultimate
Guide to

Running with
Your Dog

Tips and Techniques for
Understanding Your Canine’s
Fitness and Running Temperament

BRYAN BARRERA

Skyhorse Publishing





OEBPS/Images/frontcover.jpg
The Ultimate Guide to

Running

with

our Dog
-4 2

e

|

PROFESSIONAL s

St 3 - 50

Tips and Techniques for Understanding Your
Canine’s Fitness and Running Temperament

BRYAN BARRERA

OWNER OF DC DOG RUNNER





OEBPS/Images/img2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/img1.jpg





