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needs to know ‘who is boss’? 
There are an ever increasing 
number of gadgets and ‘quick 
fix’ solutions available for own-
ers with problem dogs and a 
considerable number of these 
involve the use of positive pun-
ishment, some confrontational 
(directly involving the owner) 
and some remote (the dog 
does not make a connection of 
punishment with the owner). 
These range from check chains 
to collars that automatically 
squirt citronella spray when a 
dog barks to collars that deliver 
an electric shock. All of these 
methods can be misused either 
accidentally, or intentionally, 
and can result in pain or other 
distress for the dog.

Another possible repercus-
sion of aversive devices can 
be the development of fearful 
behaviour towards an unre-
lated object or environment. 
For example, if a shock collar 
is activated to stop a dog bark-
ing and at that same instance a 
child walks past, the dog may 
associate pain with the presence 
of that child and start to display 
fear aggression towards them 
next time it sees them. I have 
seen a case where an owner had 
installed a special fence to stop 
her boisterous Collie wander-
ing off (This device works by 
giving the dog a shock through 
a special collar when it gets 
close to a boundary). During 
the consultation it emerged 
that when the other dog in the 
house, a timid Collie, had the 
special collar placed on him he 
wouldn’t even go into the gar-
den! One could argue that the 

device had worked, but to such 
an extent that one of the dogs 
was now frightened of going 
outside at all.

Whilst accurately executed 
positive punishment, imple-
mented by someone who is 
aware of all the possible dan-
gers, can be effective in stop-
ping unwanted behaviour, 
most people do not have the ex-
pertise to implement it without 
potentially detrimental effects. 
The timing of post . tive pun-
ishment is absolutely crucial 
and a delay of its use can have 
profound implications for the 
effectiveness of the technique 
(Solomon, Turner and Lessac) 
and the welfare of the dog. The 
average dog owner rarely ‘pun-
ishes’ their dog immediately 
the behaviour is displayed - a 
prime example being that of 
the dog that urinates in the 
house when it is left alone and 
is then punished some hours 
later when the owner returns 
home. The dog will not make 
any association between the 
punishment and its previous 
urination, but it may start to 
make an association between 
the owner ’s aggression and 
their return home. The problem 
may well escalate as the dog 
displays increasingly stressed 
behaviour manifested in its 
body language when the own-
ers return. If it finds that this 
behaviour stops or prevents 
their aggression it could learn 
to use it to avert its owner’s 
‘aggressive’ behaviour towards 
it on future occasions. If a dog 
is extremely stressed a possible 
consequence is urination and 

the dog may start to urinate as 
soon as it sees the owner which 
would exacerbate the situation 
further!

Another point to consider is 
how severe should the punish-
ment be? A verbal reprimand? 
The use of aversive tasting sub-
stances such as hot mustard or 
chilli sauce smeared on items to 
stop a dog chewing? A smack 
with a rolled-up newspaper? 
Hitting it with a stick ... or 
worse? Positive punishment is 
intended to be aversive, but it 
is clearly undesirable to inflict 
more pain than absolutely nec-
essary. But what is necessary?

If the punishment is too 
mild, it may be ineffective, and 
the problem may then not be 
remedied easily by switching 
to a stronger punishment. In a 
study, pigeons were punished 
with an electric shock for peck-
ing at a key that produced 
food (Azrin, Holz and Hake). 
When the shock was set at 80 
volts the behaviour was totally 
suppressed. When the voltage 
was set at 60 volts, however, it 
had little effect, and when its 
intensity was then increased in 
gradual steps, the pigeons still 
continued to peck at the key 
for food even when the volt-
age had reached 300 volts! If 
punishment intensity is set at 
low levels initially and then in-
creased gradually it may prove 
ineffective because the dog 
adapts to the gradual increas-
ing intensity. The optimum 
level of punishment is thus the 
minimum level that is effective 
in suppressing the behaviour 
- but choosing that level is a 


