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ment - but don’t realize it! 
Imagine the following scenarios 
with the family dog, Ben:

• Ben wants to play, but his 
owners are busy getting ready 
to go out for the night and take 
no notice of him. Ben happens 
to spot some training shoes ly-
ing on the ground, picks one up 
and starts to playfully throw it 
in the air. One of his owners in-
stantly reacts and starts to chase 
him. Ben finds that this is great 
fun and runs around the house 
‘ducking and diving’ with the 
owner chasing him in a frantic 
manner. The owner chases Ben 
because he is desperate to get 
his expensive shoe back. Ben 
views this interaction as a game 
and through repetition he could 
learn that it is a good way of 
getting attention. The owner 
positively reinforced the dog’s 
behaviour of running away 
with the training shoe.

• An owner is sitting watch-
ing TV and Ben comes ap-
proaches and lays his head on 
their lap. The owner absent-
mindedly strokes Ben’s head. 
Eventually, the owner stops 
stroking his head and Ben 
nudges the owner with his nose 
and they immediately respond 
by stroking him again. The 
owner has positively reinforced 
the dog’s attention seeking be-
haviour.

The owners are eating din-
ner and Ben approaches the ta-
ble. One of the owners glances 
at and makes eye contact with 
him, which encourages Ben to 
sit and look ‘lovingly’ at them. 
Ben continues to try and catch 

his owner’s attention by plac-
ing his head on the owner’s 
knee (which he knows has 
worked in the past) at which 
point, another member of the 
family may comment, ‘Don’t 
be mean - give Ben a bit of 
your steak’ to which the owner 
responds ‘I’m not supposed to 
feed dogs from the table ... am 
I Ben?’, looks at him and slips 
him a bit of his steak. Ben has 
been positively reinforced for 
begging at the table.

The owner returns from 
work, walks into the house 
and Ben rushes up and starts to 
jump up at them in excitement. 
The owner is delighted by this 
effusive show of affection and 
interacts with Ben by greeting 
and patting him. The owner 
has positively reinforced Ben’s 
jumping behaviour.

All of these scenarios have 
involved inadvertent positive 
reinforcement on the part of 
the owner and made Ben more 
likely to behave in a particular 
manner when the situation and 
similar situations are repeated. 
Yet, more often than not, when 
Ben has been lying calmly or 
chewing a bone (rather than 
his owner’s training shoes!), 
he has been totally ignored. 
Many owners tend to interact 
with their dog when it is, from 
their perspective, ‘misbehav-
ing’ or instigating interaction, 
but ignores them when they are 
behaving well!

None of the types of behav-
iour mentioned in the previous 
scenarios are necessarily a prob-
lem and many owners happily 

accept them. However, imagine 
a scenario where a young girl 
comes into the house and Ben 
bounces up to greet her, as he 
has done so for many years, 
and knocks her over. The girl 
cries, the owners are mortified 
and immediately punish Ben by 
shouting ‘Bad Boy!’ and giving 
him a smack. Ben is totally con-
fused because he has behaved 
in his normal way, for which he 
has always been rewarded, but 
he is now being told off. Ben is 
unsure of the situation so he 
resorts to behaving in a man-
ner that he has previously been 
rewarded for - he jumps up 
more vigorously!! The owners, 
who are still attending to the 
crying child get cross with Ben 
and banish him to the kitchen. 
When Ben is eventually let out, 
he approaches his owners, cow-
ering, tail between his legs and 
ears flattened. The owners then 
‘forgive him’ as they believe he 
is looking ‘guilty’ because, to 
them, he looks as if ‘he knows 
that he’s done wrong’! Ben 
does not know that he has done 
‘wrong’ - he has been stressed 
by his owners’ behaviour, he 
anticipates more owner ag-
gression and the resultant emo-
tional state of fear is manifested 
in his body language. This situ-
ation could have been avoided 
if Ben had been accustomed to 
being positively reinforced for 
acting calmly when the family 
came home rather than for leap-
ing about.
The Dangers of Positive 

Punishment
So why not use positive 

punishment? Surely the dog 


