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reinforce a particular action.

The breed of dog will play 
a part in its motivation and it is 
important for owners to know 
the origins of the breed as this 
will affect the dog’s behaviour 
and general character. For ex-
ample terriers were initially 
used (and still are in rural com-
munities), for hunting. Most 
are extremely reactive and like 
squeaky toys, which they de-
light in shaking. Border Collies, 
bred for sheep herding, gener-
ally enjoy chasing and running 
whilst Cavalier King Charles 
Spaniels, which originated as 
companion dogs, particularly 
enjoy physical contact. There 
are numerous breed societies 
available to the dog owner and 
the greater the knowledge of 
the breed the easier it will be 
for the owner to find the right 
motivation. However, there 
will always be exceptions to 
the rule!! For example, whilst 
it is generally accepted that 
Labrador Retrievers are highly 
motivated by food - there are 
some that are not! It is vital 
that owners are aware of what 
motivates their dog in order to 
use the appropriate method of 
positive reinforcement.

An important factor to con-
sider with positive reinforce-
ment is the type of reinforce-
ment schedule used i.e. how 
often the dog is rewarded. 
Whilst Gross (1992) defined five 
types of reinforcement sched-
ule (continuous reinforcement, 
fixed interval, variable interval, 
fixed ratio and variable ratio), 
the two most commonly used in 
training dogs are continuous re-

inforcement and variable ratio:

• Continuous reinforcement 
- where each desired response 
is reinforced e.g. every time the 
dog sits, it gets a piece of kibble.

Variable Ratio - reinforce-
ment is given spasmodically, so 
the reward is unpredictable e.g. 
the dog is rewarded for sitting 
once, but the next time it is re-
warded after sitting three times, 
then possibly twice etc. - there 
is no set pattern to when the 
reward is given.

As it is important that the 
dog learns what is required of 
it, continuous reinforcement is 
used initially to teach the dog a 
particular command or action. 
Once the owner is confident 
that the dog has learnt what 
is required and it is respond-
ing each time, the rewards can 
then be given on a variable ra-
tio basis. Variable ratio can be 
likened to gambling - the dog 
responds extremely well in the 
hope that it will be rewarded 
with a ‘win’. If variable ratio 
coupled with a variance in 
the value of the reward, (i.e. 
sometimes the dog receives a 
piece of kibble and sometimes 
it receives a ‘jackpot’- a handful 
of chicken), the dog’s response 
will become even more reliable. 
This is because, sometimes, 
the dog is being positively re-
inforced and other times it is 
being negatively punished (it 
is not receiving it’s expected 
reward) which leads to the dog 
becoming frustrated, trying 
harder and subsequently be-
ing positively rewarded for the 
increase in its behaviour. (This 

frustration effect is covered in 
more detail later in the chapter)

An extremely effective 
method of positive reinforce-
ment is through the use of click-
er-training whereby the dog 
forms an association of reward 
with the sound of the clicker 
through classical conditioning. 
Once the association is formed, 
this becomes a highly enjoy-
able and stimulating method 
of training for the dog as, in 
essence, it initially has to figure 
out for itself what it is being 
rewarded for. With a clicker it 
is easy to ‘click’ at the precise 
moment that the required be-
haviour is performed. Verbal or 
other signals can then be added 
as the dog starts to perform the 
action and it will make an asso-
ciation between the two. Even-
tually the dog will learn that 
performing the action when 
the signal is given will make 
the click treat occur but they 
do not occur if the click treat is 
not given. Clicker training also 
helps the owner to perfect their 
timing because they have to be 
vigilant and watch their dog in 
order to ‘click’ when it performs 
the required behaviour. There 
are a number of publications 
now available on this effective 
and fun method of positive 
reinforcement/ negative pun-
ishment training.

Inadvertent Positive 
Reinforcement

Clients often tell me that 
they don’t have time to be con-
stantly rewarding their dog. 
However, many owners are 
masters of positive reinforce-


