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pulling on its collar, may make 
the situation worse ‘as this 
may further increase the dog’s 
arousal. In some instances an 
owner’s response can also act as 
a reward for the dog by giving it 
attention. A dog’s fear may also 
be increased because something 
‘nasty’ happens to it when the 
neighbour is present (being 
punished)! The next time the 
dog sees the neighbour it may 
be more frightened and react 
in a more aggressive way to try 
and scare off the neighbour ... 
it gets reprimanded again ... its 
fear further increases ... and so 
the spiral continues.

Unfortunately, all the nor-
mal and usual human reactions 
to aggressive dogs tend to in-
crease it. In situations where a 
dog shows signs of aggression, 
trying to calm and comfort it re-
inforces the aggressive reaction 
and fear if present. Punishment 
increases the existing fear and 
thus leads to more aggression 
(Jones-Baade). However, by 
employing positive reinforce-
ment methods the dog can 
be taught that it is rewarded 
when it does not react to the 
neighbour and, over time will 
start to associate the presence 
of the neighbour with some-
thing pleasant happening (a 
process called desensitisation 
and counter-conditioning).

Let’s look at the common 
scenario of the dog that has 
ignored the recall command 
on a walk when it eventually 
returns to the owner it is se-
verely reprimanded. In essence, 
the dog has just been positively 
punished for returning to its 

owner! Dogs make an instant 
association with a particular 
action therefore, the dog does 
not understand that it is being 
punished for not responding to 
a command it heard ten min-
utes ago - it is just aware that 
it has approached its owner 
after having a nice time run-
ning around, sniffing in the 
forest, and the owner is im-
mediately ‘aggressive’ towards 
it!! Because approaching the 
owner has been aversive - the 
dog will then be more wary 
of returning to the owner next 
time,. . . which makes the owner 
more frustrated and cross and 
results in the dog being told 
off more vehemently. A stage 
is eventually reached where the 
dog is reluctant to come back to 
the owner at all, so the owner 
resorts to walking the dog on 
the lead. If, rather than react-
ing with positive punishment, 
the owner had positively rein-
forced the dog with, say, a food 
reward when it had eventually 
returned, the dog would have 
learnt that coming back to its 
owner meant something pleas-
ant and would, in future, come 
back more eagerly when called.

Some owners believe that a 
dog should be instantly obedi-
ent because it respects them 
and that giving it rewards is 
bribery. However, bribery is 
very different from positive 
reinforcement. Bribery entails 
the use of a lure to encourage 
a particular action - positive 
reinforcement entails the giving 
of a reward after the action has 
been performed - a subtle but 

important difference.
Effective Positive 

Reinforcement
Most people immediately 

connect positive reinforcement, 
or reward training, with food. 
However, dogs are motivated 
by many things and what is re-
warding depends on the drives, 
needs and temperament of the 
dog as well as the situation 
at the time. Obviously, where 
a dog is highly motivated by 
food, it makes sense to use food 
rewards. But if the dog has just 
eaten its dinner, it will probably 
be less motivated by food and 
a toy or verbal praise may be 
more appropriate. Owners are 
sometimes concerned that their 
dog will become overweight if 
they utilise food rewards. This 
need not be so - a simple way to 
overcome this is to measure out 
the dog’s food for the day and 
use part of the daily ration for 
positive reinforcement. Many 
dogs are now fed on a complete 
dry diet which can easily be 
carried in pockets - ready to 
positively reinforce the dog. It 
is, however, important to have 
a variety of treats so that if the 
dog behaves particularly well, a 
more highly prized reward can 
be given. That is, there should 
be scales of reward. The better 
the performance of the required 
behaviour, the more appetitive 
the rewards should be. These 
can vary from pieces of chicken; 
ham and cheese to raw carrots 
and home-made liver cake. 
Touch, eye contact and reacting 
to the dog, as well as toys etc, 
can also be added to positively 


