Positive Reinforcement
    Let’s take a minute to talk about how dogs learn. Dogs learn via “Operant Conditioning”. This means the result of a behavior influences the likelihood of the behavior occurring again. That’s why the consequence of the behavior is so important. If the particular behavior is increasing in frequency, then that behavior has been reinforced. If the behavior is decreasing, then the behavior is being punished. However there is a positive and a negative form for both.

· Positive Punishment= the adding of something aversive to decrease the behavior

(Your dog gets ahead of the owner on a walk and the owner jerks the leash)

· Positive Reinforcement= adding something desired to increase the behavior

(Your dog sits and he gets a cookie)

· Negative Punishment= removing something of desire to decrease the behavior

(Your dog jumps on you and you turn away- denying him attention)
· Negative Reinforcement= removing something aversive to increase behavior.

(Pinching your dog’s ear until he picks up the ball- picking up the ball makes the pain go away)

    The best way to train your dog is using Positive Reinforcement! Let’s think about ourselves for a minute. We are much more apt to do something for someone if we are asked kindly or given candy rather than if we were being punished or yelled at. Unfortunately, it is in our nature to focus on stopping unwanted behaviors rather than reward for good behaviors. If you have ever attended a wild animal performance (at a zoo or Sea World) you were probably amazed at how well the animals performed. For something as big as the killer whale we would not be able to punish a bad behavior. They would simply over power us. Instead the trainers have rewarded the whale for each time he performs the correct behavior, which in turn gets him his fish. Our dogs are no different. For example: If you do not allow your dog on the furniture, simply give a reward every time you see him lying in his dog bed. Your dog will quickly associate that lying in his bed brings him praise and treats whereas laying on the furniture gets him nothing at all.
    Negative Punishment should be the second method of interaction. There are times when your dog is seeking your attention and ignoring him would be considered a punishment. However, you can couple this with Positive Reinforcement. For example, if your dog is jumping at you when you are walking in the door he is asking for your attention (this is rude). You should turn away from him (punishing) when he’s jumping, but when he sits you can pet him (positive reinforcement). He will quickly learn that jumping is not appropriate and sitting will bring him the attention he is asking for. 

    Punishment can be effective in specific cases but must be used with great care due to its potential adverse effects and its difficulty to use it correctly. It is the fastest way to change a behavior but it comes with the worse side effects and it is so easy to do it wrong.  If punishment is being used it needs to be delivered immediately (within 1 second) EVERY time the unwanted behavior occurs. The intensity of the punishment must be strong enough the first time. If the intensity is not strong enough, your dog can habituate to it. (Habituate means that they can get used to the punishment and learn to ignore it). On the other hand it can not physically harm your dog. Due to the complexity of actually performing an adequate punishment, 99% of the time we make problems worse or even cause new problems. There has been research that shows when electric shock collars are used with a proceeding tone, the dog may become fearful of like noises such as alarm clocks or timers. It has also been proven that positive punishment can increase aggression due to the animal’s increased efforts to avoid the punishment and even suppress the warning signs of impeding aggression. For example, we would never want to punish a dog’s growl, no matter what the circumstance. Punishing a growl will only teach your dog to suppress a warning, in which case they will skip the growl and jump right to a bite. This is the worst situation you can have on your hands. Instead, you should redirect their behavior. Punishment can also lead to bad association or fear, which in turn can damage the owner and animal bond. How confusing it must be for your dog, when the same hands that express love and care also cause pain and fear.
    Using choke collars, shock collars, pinch collars, growling and alpha rolls are all examples of positive punishment. Tread lightly. This type of training should NEVER be used in puppies or dogs with behavioral problems. Someone who is in control does not need to assert themselves. When they do it makes them look scary and out of control. It is very easy to ruin your bond between you and your pet when you inflict punishment on them. Remember that above all, using punishment does not show your dog what he is supposed to do.

“The American Veterinary Society of Animal Behavior” has a very nice website that I would recommend you visit. www.AVSABonline.org. They have Position statements regarding the “Dominance Theory”, and the “Use of Punishment for Behavior Modification in Animals”. 
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