
Reward-based training:
a guide for dog trainers

The Australian Veterinary Association (AVA) recommends 
the use of positive reinforcement training methods
for dogs as the preferred method of training. 

Introduction 
The use of positive punishment (applying something the dog doesn’t like to make behaviour less likely to occur 
in the future) is often a first approach used in dog training and for modifying problems in behaviour.  However 
this method is not preferred by most behavioural specialists as dog training techniques that a dog doesn’t like 
can be dangerous for both owners and dogs.

Classical conditioning is an involuntary process that 
happens when a dog makes an association between a 
previously “neutral” object (such as a set of car keys) and 
a reflexive action or emotional response (such as the 
excitement of the possibility of going to the beach). The 
dog has no control over its behavioural response.

Instrumental conditioning takes place when an 
association is made between a neutral stimulus (such 
as the word “sit”) and a voluntary response (placing 
bottom on ground). This type of behaviour is modified 

by the consequence of the dog’s 
response. For example, if the 

consequence is rewarding, 
the behaviour is more likely 
to increase in frequency. If the 
consequence of the chosen 

behaviour is unrewarding to 

the dog, the behaviour 
is likely to decrease in frequency. 
Dogs, like all animals, learn to respond 
to stimuli that enhance the possibility 
of a good outcome. 

Rewarding means that the dog 
receives something it wants, 
or values, as a consequence of 
its behaviour. These are called 
“reinforcers”. 

Primary reinforcers are essential for survival, 
such as food, water and reproduction. Secondary 
reinforcers are neutral things such as words which have 
been associated with primary reinforcers to become 
desirable to the dog. For example, the words “good dog” 
or the sound of a clicker means nothing to a dog until the 
dog has associated it with a treat for example.

How dogs learn
It’s important to recognise that learning 
is an adaptive process used by a dog to 
cope with a changing environment. When 
there is a change in the environment the 
dog will respond physiologically or with a 
change in behaviour. 

Some responses are instinctive (such as 
a newborn pup seeking a nipple), some 
responses are due to the environment 
(such as drinking when thirsty), and 

some responses are due to learning. 
The consequence of this response will 
influence the likelihood of the behaviour 
occurring again.

In many ways dogs learn the same way 
we do, by making connections between 
neurons. Pathways are strengthened 
through repetition and are weakened 
through lack of use.



Punishment as a training method
Punishment uses the principle that if the consequence is painful or unpleasant, the dog is 
less likely to behave that way again.  This can involve two strategies:

Pitfalls of positive punishment 

•	 Positive punishment has to 
be delivered immediately 
and consistently and be of 
the appropriate intensity to 
be effective in reducing the 
likelihood of a behaviour 
occurring (Overall 2006). This 
can be very difficult to achieve.

•	 It stops a behaviour but fails 
to replace it with a desired 
behaviour, thus creating a 
“behavioural vacuum”.

•	 The dog doesn’t learn what is 
“right” or what is wanted from 
him.

•	 It’s likely to increase anxiety in 
dogs (Schilder 2004, Overall 
2007).

•	 It can lead to defensive 
aggressive behaviour in many 
species of animals, putting 
the person administering it or 
any person or animal near the 
dog at risk of being bitten or 
attacked (Hetts 1999).

•	 Animals can habituate to 
punishment so the owner may 
feel the need to escalate the 
intensity of the punishment or 
to cause physical injury in order 
to be effective (Landsberg 2005).

•	 Punishment may be used as 
a substitute for losing one’s 
temper and lashing out.

•	 Punishment may elicit a strong 
fear response and this response 
can generalise to things that 
sound or look similar to the 
punishment. 

•	 Learned helplessness can 
develop (i.e. depression, 
learning problems, 
decreased motivation) 
(Lindsay 2000).

•	 It doesn’t support 
a healthy human- 
animal bond.

Positive punishment is applying something the dog doesn’t like to make the behaviour 
less likely to occur again. For example, smacking a dog on the nose (an aversive stimulus) 
when it approaches to take a biscuit off the table reduces his scavenging behaviour around 
the table.

Negative punishment means taking away something the dog wants to make the behaviour
less likely to occur again. For example, removing all biscuits from 
the table as the dog approaches the table (removal 
of something the dog wants) reduces the likeli-
hood of the dog scavenging around the table.

Reinforcement as a
training method

There are two types 
of reinforcement techniques

Positive reinforcement involves
giving the dog something it wants to make the behaviour more likely to occur again.  

This occurs if asking the dog to sit and stay and giving it a reward (something the dog wants) 
for staying away from the biscuit on the table increases his likelihood of doing as asked again.

Negative reinforcement involves removing something aversive to make the behaviour more likely to occur again. This 
occurs if holding the dog back from the table by a tight choker chain (an aversive stimulus), and releasing the pressure 

when the dog sits down and stops leaning in towards the biscuits. This results in the dog being less likely to try and 
approach food on the table in the future. Note that an aversive stimulus had to be present (the choker) for the dog to 

have to work to escape, so negative reinforcement can also be called escape or avoidance learning.

The use of positive reinforcement is the most humane and effective training method as it avoids undesirable 
behavioural side effects. It also makes training more enjoyable and helps to improve the bond with the pet.



Problems with using punishment in training
Training methods that use positive punishment and negative reinforcement 

have been linked with undesirable side effects for dogs and behavioural 
problems such as escape and avoidance behaviour (to avoid the 
punishment), aggressive behaviour (in self-defence), response 

suppression (habituation or learned helplessness) and fear of people 
or things in the environment where the aversive stimulus was present (fear 

conditioning and generalisation). (Blackwell 2008)

Helpful advice for dog owners
Other strategies to modify behaviour include
giving advice and help to owners such as:

•	 Seeking the help of a 
qualified trainer who 
uses reward-based 
training techniques.

•	 Having the dog medically checked 
by a veterinarian to rule out any 
underlying medical problem that 
might be contributing to the 
undesirable behaviour.

•	 Seeking further advice from a veterinary 
behavioural specialist or veterinary behaviourist 
if required so that a diagnosis can be established, 
and a behavioural modification plan can be 
tailored to the dog’s needs.

Further information about encouraging positive behaviour in dogs
It’s much better to prevent behaviour problems than modify them. Behaviour is the result of the interweaving of genetics, 
learning and the environment.

Breeding from dogs with good temperaments is one way of reducing the likelihood of some behavioural problems, 
although “genetics influence the probability of a behaviour, rather than controlling it in an iron-clad way. Both genes and 
environment impact on the formation of temperament and the expression of behaviour.” (Carter 2009)

If they are deprived of this contact (as in some kennels or refuges) during the critical period for socialisation, there can be 
severe long-term effects on the ability of the pet to live successfully in a family environment. These dogs are more likely to
develop antisocial behaviour, and many will eventually be referred to animal
behaviourists or contribute to the number of unwanted problem dogs.
(AVA policy 6.11) 

It is quite clear that puppies benefit from appropriate (meaning positive and harmless) socialisation. This has been 
shown to decrease inter-dog reactivity and fearfulness of people, places and situations. (Lindsay 2000, Pageat 2007)

Puppy classes are one of the most important services veterinarians can offer 
clients and their puppies to ensure effective continuation of socialisation. Pups 
attending puppy classes should be healthy, have received their first vaccination, 
and the environment should be thoroughly clean. (Seksel 2009)

The first 16 weeks of life are a critical learning period for puppies. 
During this time, social and behavioural patterns are
established. For optimum socialisation, it is essential
that puppies have regular social contact with
humans, with other dogs and with the
mother and littermates.
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Summary
Animal welfare is paramount when training animals. It is part of the duty of care 
society owes each animal whose behaviour we seek to change. Reward-based training 
should be used as the primary method of training because of the benefits it offers.

Examples of reward based training techniques

Behaviour: Pumpkin growls and bites her 
owner’s hand when she has her harness 
put on. The owner has tried pulling her 

hand away, saying “no” and smacking Pumpkin. The 
problem is getting worse and Pumpkin is biting 
sooner and harder. 

Training technique: The owner should consider 
trying a collar instead of a harness, to remove 
the source of the problem and start a program 
of counterconditioning and desensitisation to 
the harness. This involves giving Pumpkin treats 
whenever she sees the harness (a distance away 
from her that does not cause her to growl). 
Gradually the harness can be brought closer, with 
treats given for calm, non-fearful behaviour from 
Pumpkin. With correct timing and much repetition, 
Pumpkin will associate the harness with treats and 
be happy to see the harness. In tiny increments, 
the harness is brought closer and closer and 
eventually placed on Pumpkin. Pumpkin can also 
be taught with treats to enjoy being handled. 

Behaviour: Fred likes to sit 
on the kids’ artwork when they 
have it sprawled on the floor 

for colouring in, and often chews on 
the textas. They have tried pushing 
him away, saying “no” and chasing him 
when he chews on their textas. 

Training technique: Fred can be 
lured onto a special mat or cushion 
with food and rewarded when he gets 
on the mat. When he takes a texta 
they can ask him to come to them, 
sit and then swap the texta for a tasty 
treat or chew toy. Ultimately they can 
treat him to “go to bed” and to “give”. 
Fred can be trained to go to his mat 
and stay there using lure and reward 
methods that will gradually build the 
duration he can remain settled there. 
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Behaviour: 
Sassy jumps up to 
greet people: her 

owners have tried pushing 
her down and kneeing her 
to knock her off balance 
when she jumps. This has 
not worked, in fact she 
now jumps from further 
away to avoid the knee. 

Training technique: 
Sassy should be ignored 
if she jumps and only 
receive attention 
(including eye contact) 
when she has four paws 
on the ground. Only when 
she is standing or sitting 
should she be rewarded 
with attention and treats.
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