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I have to admit that even I find dog training terminology confusing. Positive reinforcement, negative reinforcement, aversive, subversive…blah, blah, blah. Is negative reinforcement bad? Or is it good? Should I punish the undesired behavior? What if I scare my dog? Will rewarding good behavior make my dog want a treat for everything good he does/? Confusing, isn’t it?


The difference between punishment and reinforcement is the simple part. If a dog shows a behavior which results in something he finds pleasing, he is likely to do it again-reinforcement. If a behavior results in an unpleasant outcome, he is less likely to do it again-punishment. Basically, in order to change behavior, you can either punish the undesired behavior, or reinforce the desired one.

Now this is where it gets a bit tricky. “Punishment” is a word that promotes uncomfortable thoughts. It simply means that there is a reduced chance of the behavior happening again. “Punishment” can be a very mild “NO”, or it can be a very aversive stimulus, such as tightening of a prong collar around the neck, or an even more aversive action such as shock. For example, a loud hand clap when a puppy begins to eliminate on the carpet helps to reduce the chance that he will do it again. Therefore, a loud hand clap is a form of punishment. Most agree that a loud hand clap is not an inhumane action. Training techniques using the induction of fear or pain have been around for a long time. However, this does not mean they are always the best techniques.

Sometimes punishment can increase fear or anxiety about the situation or behavior you are trying to correct, thus making the behavior worse, or causing a new behavioral problem. Fear and anxiety can decrease a dog’s ability to learn. Punishment can trigger an aggressive response.


Since there are training techniques that are widely used and accepted, and do not induce fear or anxiety. These are frequently reward based techniques. In most cases, there is no need to use techniques that negatively impact the pet.


In any form of training, the most important thing is that the reward or punishment be implemented quickly after the action. If not done almost immediate, the pet will not associate the behavior and the consequence. Studies show that when punishment is used, it must have significant aversive impact from the beginning of implementation. Owners tend to start with smaller punishment, and increase it when the punishment doesn’t work. This is very ineffective because the pet becomes conditioned to the punishment. It is so difficult to know, in advance, how harsh to be with initial punishment. Every dog is different, and this leads to a problem of applying punishment effective enough to cause aversive behavior, but not so harsh that it triggers fear or anxiety.


 Research shows that reward based training is the most successful. Choose a reward that the animal values, and that creates a positive emotional response (treat, lavish physical praise, a play session with owner). Choose a reward that will effectively recreate that positive response.

Determining the underlying motivation for a behavior can be difficult. Sometimes it is best to consult a veterinarian before implementing a training program. Some cases may even be referred to a behavioral specialist, or a specialized dog trainer. Don’t give up on your pet. Get educated instead. Many behavioral problems can be improved upon and even corrected, as long as an appropriate training program takes place.


Until Next time…Thanks for Caring!!!

