An Introduction to Reward-Based Dog Training

What is “Reward-Based” Training?
Reward-based training, or “dog-friendly training,” is defined
by the Association of Pet Dog Trainers as training:
That utilizes primarily positive reinforcement;
Secondarily negative punishment;
And only occasionally, rarely, and/or as a last resort includes
positive punishment and/or negative reinforcement

The Basics of Animal Learning Theory

Thorndike’s Law of Effect (1911)
“Behaviors just prior to a pleasant event are
more likely to be repeated; behaviors just prior
to unpleasant events are more likely to
diminish.”

B.F. Skinner – Operant Conditioning
An animal’s behavior is determined by its consequences
(reinforcement or punishment) which make it more or less likely
to repeat the behavior
Four Quadrants of Learning Theory
Positive Reinforcement
Negative Reinforcement
Positive Punishment
Negative Punishment

The Four Quadrants Explained
Add (Positive)

“Good
Things”

“Bad
Things”

Remove (Negative)

Positive Reinforcement
You add something the dog
“wants” or enjoys to
reinforce a behavior.
Example: Giving the dog a
treat after he sits when
told.

Negative Punishment You
remove something the
dog wants to decrease the
dog’s behavior. Example:
Turning your back on dog
if he jumps up instead of
sits.

Positive Punishment
You add something
unpleasant to stop the dog
from doing something.
Example: Dog jumps up,
owner yanks hard on collar.

Negative Reinforcement
You remove something
bad to reinforce a
behavior. Example:
Owner holds leash tight
until dog sits and then
releases the pressure of
the collar.

Other Types of Learning
Extinction
Classical Conditioning
Counterconditioning
Desensitization

Extinction (The “Fifth” Quadrant)
Extinction occurs when you stop reinforcing a dog for a behavior. This
usually is used with behaviors that have had a history of reinforcement
(often inadvertent).
Example: Attention barking
Owner gets up and leaves when dog barks and completely ignores dog.
Extinction can cause a dog to become very frustrated and to perform the
behavior at a higher intensity before they “give up” on the behavior. This
is called an “extinction burst.”
“Spontaneous Recovery” can occur – the behavior may reoccur in the
future and if reinforcement continues to be withheld, the behavior will
become “extinguished.”

Classical Conditioning
A learned association between two events.
Example: “Pavlov’s Dogs”
A bell rings, food is presented, dog begins to salivate.
The dog learns to associate the bell with food.
This leads to the conditioned response of the dog salivating when
he hears the sound of a bell.

Counterconditioning
Teaches the dog to associate an event with
something pleasant.
Example:
A dog afraid of other dogs is fed tasty treats only in the
presence of other dogs.
The dog learns that the presence of other dogs leads
to good things.

Desensitization
Presents a stimulus at a low intensity level and then
gradually the intensity is increased over time.
Example:
A dog that is afraid of thunder is played audio tapes of thunder
storms at a very low volume.
As long as the dog remains calm, the volume is gradually
increased over time until the dog ignores the stimulus at a
normal or increased volume.

Classical Conditioning in the
Veterinary Clinic Setting
Dogs often find visits to the veterinary clinic
stressful and intimidating.
Pair their visits with pleasant stimuli (food treats, toys, praise) to
develop a positive association with the clinic and make visits less
stressful for dog owners and staff.
Encourage clients to visit the clinic with their dog for meet and greet
introductions or weigh-in visits.

A Brief Overview of Dog Training
Methods
Dog training first formally developed through military and service dog training during the
early 20th century.
The methods used focused primarily on compulsion-praise, employing physical aversives
and punishment to correct the dog for undesirable behavior and praise when dog did
desired behaviors.
Current Reward-based methods focus heavily on using positive reinforcement to teach
behavior and avoids physical or psychological aversives. Methods include lure-reward and
clicker training:
Ian Dunbar, DVM, PhD popularized lure-reward training, which focuses on using
food or other desired rewards to “lure” the dog into positions.
Clicker training, popularized by author and marine mammal researcher Karen
Pryor, uses a marker signal (the clicker) to shape behaviors

Peer-Reviewed Research Supports
Using Reward-Based Training
Herron ME, Shofer FS, Reisner IR. (2009). Survey of the use and outcome of confrontational and nonconfrontational training methods in client-owned dogs showing undesired behaviors. Applied Animal
Behaviour Science 117: 47-54.

"In conclusion, confrontational methods applied by dog owners before
their pets were presented for a behavior consultation were associated
with aggressive responses in many cases. It is thus important for
primary care veterinarians to advise owners about risks associated
with such training methods and provide guidance and resources for
safe management of behavior problems."

Peer-Reviewed Research Supports
Using Reward-Based Training
Blackwell EJ, Twells C, Seawright A, Casey RA. (2008). The relationship between training methods and
the occurrence of behavior problems, as reported by owners, in a population of domestic dogs.
Journal of Veterinary Behavior: Clinical Applications and Research. 3: 207-217.

" When combinations of training category used were compared with undesirable
behaviors, the use of positive reinforcement alone was significantly associated with a
lower number of undesirable behaviors …These results, therefore, confirm the finding
that the use of punishment-based techniques when training dogs is associated with a
higher number of undesirable behaviors ...The use of training methods involving positive
reinforcement only were also significantly associated with a lower attention-seeking
score, aggression score, and fear (avoidance) score ... This finding tends to support the
hypothesis that punishment-based training techniques are related to the development of
undesirable behavioral traits ..."

Peer-Reviewed Research Supports
Using Reward-Based Training
Hiby EF, Rooney NJ, Bradshaw JWS. (2004). Dog training methods: their use, effectiveness and
interaction with behaviour and welfare. Animal Welfare 13:63-69.

"Because punishment was associated with an increased incidence of
problematic behaviours, we conclude that it may represent a welfare
concern without concurrent benefits in obedience. We suggest that
positive training methods may be more useful to the pet-owning
community."

Benefits of Reward-Based Training
Promotes effective communication between dog and owner.
Promotes building a relationship based on mutual trust and understanding.
Promotes methods that are "family friendly" and can be used by children and
adults of all ages.
Promotes a proactive approach that teaches the dog what you want him to do
rather than waiting to teach him not to do things you don't want him to do.

“Dominance” and Dog Training
There has been a resurgence in citing "dominance" as a factor in dog behavior and dog-person
relationships. This concept is based on outdated wolf studies that have long since been disproven.
The use of techniques such as the "alpha roll", which is based on mistaken beliefs about dogs and
wolves, has no place in dog training and behavior modification. Dogs often respond to this perceived
threat with increased fear and aggression.
Techniques that create a confrontational relationship between dogs and people are outdated.
Current scientifically-based dog training should emphasize teamwork and a harmonious relationship
between dogs and people that fulfills the needs of both.

Puppy Developmental Periods and
Socialization
Socialization: the exposure of the dog to new people, environments and situations in
order to help build positive associations with the "outside" world.
"Sensitive Period of Socialization" - Occurs around 6 to 12 weeks of age. This is the
primary time for socializing puppies. Puppies who miss exposure during this time
are at greater risk of becoming fearful and/or aggressive as they get older.
"Fear Period of Socialization" - There are two fear periods for puppies. The first
occurs around 8 weeks of age and the second around 12 to 16 weeks. During these
fear periods, puppies may be more nervous and shy around new people or places.
It's important not to overwhelm puppies during this period but also concentrate on
building their confidence.

Puppy Socialization from Dr. R.K. Anderson, DVM, Diplomat,
American College of Veterinary Preventive Medicine and Diplomat
of American College of Veterinary Behaviorists
"Experience and epidemiologic data support the relative safety
and lack of transmission of disease in these puppy socialization
classes over the past 10 years in many parts of the United
States. In fact; the risk of a dog dying because of infection with
Distemper or Parvo disease is far less than the much higher risk
of a dog dying (euthanasia) because of a behavior problem."

Puppy Socialization from Dr. R.K. Anderson, DVM, Diplomat,
American College of Veterinary Preventive Medicine and Diplomat
of American College of Veterinary Behaviorists
"Many veterinarians are now offering new puppy owners puppy
socialization classes in their hospitals or nearby training facilities
in conjunction with trainers and behaviorists because they want
socialization and training to be very important parts of a
wellness plan for every puppy. We need to recognize that this
special sensitive period for learning is the best opportunity we
have to influence behavior for dogs and the most important and
longest lasting part of a total wellness plan."

Puppy Socialization from Dr. R.K. Anderson, DVM, Diplomat,
American College of Veterinary Preventive Medicine and Diplomat
of American College of Veterinary Behaviorists
"However, we always follow a veterinarian’s professional
judgment, in individual cases or situations, where special
circumstances warrant further immunization for a special puppy
before starting such classes. During any period of delay for
puppy classes, owners should begin a program of socialization
with children and adults, outside their family, to take advantage
of this special period in a puppy’s life."

The Association of Professional Dog
Trainers (APDT)
The APDT was founded in 1993 by Ian Dunbar DVM, PhD.
The APDT membership is nearly 6000 strong worldwide.
The APDT serves as the voice for professional pet dog trainers who are
committed to becoming better trainers through education.
The APDT offers a unique opportunity for professional networking, an
annual education conference, online education, discussion board, and a
quarterly magazine.
APDT’s members include professional dog trainers, behavior consultants,
veterinarians, veterinary technicians, shelter workers, doggie daycare
owners, and others involved in the professional world of dogs.

For More Information
Visit the APDT’s web site, www.apdt.com for resources for pet
owners and veterinary clinics.
Visit the APDT’s event site for National Train Your Dog Month at
www.trainyourdogmonth.com for helpful information for the
public on training dogs.
Visit our Canine Life and Social Skills program site at
www.mydoghasclass.com

