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ance and reacted by addressing 
the dog severely. Punishing 
the dog was specified as the 
first option to use when the 
dog misbehaves and many of 
the situations elicited feelings 
of irritation and anger in the 
owners together with disap-
pointment and powerlessness 
(Ben-Michael). Owners fre-
quently tell me ‘He knows that 
he’s done wrong as he looks 
guilty’ and often feel hurt and 
let down that their much loved 
and cosseted dog is ‘know-
ingly’ disobedient and defying 
them. On further investigation 
these owners have, invariably, 
punished their dog for what 
they regard as ‘bad’ behaviour. 
They would automatically 
smack a dog if it had urinated 
in the house, shout at it to stop 
jumping up or, thankfully more 
rarely, give it an electric shock 
from a special collar to stop it 
wandering out of the garden. 
One of the most common pun-
ishments is reprimanding the 
dog on returning to its owner 
after it has ‘run away’ on a 
walk.

Repeated use of punish-
ment has not resulted in any 
improvement in behaviour and, 
in some instances, had resulted 
in problem behaviour getting 
worse. In most of these cases, 
considerable improvements 
were made after the implemen-
tation of positive reinforcement 
coupled with negative punish-
ment.

How Dogs Learn
In order to understand how 

a dog might respond in a given 
situation, it is necessary to have 

some knowledge of how it 
learns. In the 1920’s a Russian 
scientist, Ivan Pavlov, found 
that he could make dogs sali-
vate even though food was not 
always present. He achieved 
this by letting the dogs hear 
the sound of a metronome just 
before they were fed. Over time, 
the dogs would salivate to the 
sound of the metronome even 
if the food did not appear. He 
could keep this up indefinitely 
as long as he sometimes gave 
food after the sound (Pavlov). 
This discovery is the basis 
of classical conditioning i.e. 
a stimulus (e.g. the metro-
nome), that has no apparent 
importance in itself, becomes 
significant because it predicts 
that something will follow (e.g. 
the food) and triggers an invol-
untary action (e.g. salivation). 
Classical conditioning can be 
used to trigger a response over 
which an animal has no control, 
including the process involved 
in emotional states. For exam-
ple, if a dog gets excited about 
going for a walk, but is never 
taken on a lead, then the lead 
will have no significance and 
will not trigger excitement if it 
is produced. However, once a 
dog has been taken for a walk 
on a lead a few times. The sight 
or sound of it will trigger excite-
ment in the dog, even if it is not 
taken for a walk.

Dogs also learn through 
operant conditioning. In this in-
stance a dog will learn that if it 
performs an action, that action 
will have a particular result. 
Simply put, the dog learns ‘If I 
do this ... this happens’. There 

are four possible outcomes: 
positive reinforcement, nega-
tive reinforcement, positive 
punishment and negative pun-
ishment. Where the outcome of 
the action is something pleasant 
or beneficial, the dog is more 
likely to repeat that behaviour 
- the outcome positively rein-
forces the action. Conversely, 
if the outcome is something un-
pleasant, the dog is less likely 
to perform the behaviour - the 
outcome is aversive - it could 
be said that the dog has expe-
rienced positive punishment. 
Negative punishment involves 
the withdrawal or absence of a 
previously rewarding experi-
ence when the action is per-
formed, which will decrease 
the likelihood of the behaviour 
being performed again. Nega-
tive reinforcement involves the 
withdrawal or absence of an 
aversive experience when the 
action is performed, resulting in 
an increase in the likelihood of 
the behaviour being performed.

Ineffective Positive 
Punishment

On the face of it the solu-
tion seems simple - if your dog 
does something that you don’t 
want it to do, make the outcome 
aversive and it will not do it 
again! But behaviour is not that 
simple! What was the dog’s 
motivation for the behaviour 
in the first place?

If, for example a dog is be-
having aggressively towards a 
neighbour because it is fright-
ened of him reacting in an aver-
sive manner, such as the owner 
shouting, hitting the dog or 


