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Any dog owner has probably thought or been told at one time that their dog is being “dominant” when a behavioral problem arises.  For decades, traditional animal training has relied on the “dominance theory” and has assumed that dogs misbehave because they are striving for a higher rank.  This idea has led trainers and owners to believe that force or coercion must be used to modify these undesirable behaviors.   Thankfully, recent studies are proving this theory wrong.  Not only is this misguided and outdated, some of the techniques used in classical dominance can alter the relationship between an owner and his dog.  The majority of behaviors owners want to modify, such as excessive vocalization, unruly greetings, and not coming when called, are not related to valued resources; rather, these behaviors occur because they have been inadvertently rewarded and alternate appropriate behaviors have not been trained instead. 
Dominance training is based on the concept of making the dog submit in all circumstances.  It is the dominancy theory belief that if your dog is disobedient, never-mind the reasons, you are not the “leader of the pack.”  Methods used to establish dominance include the following: alpha rolling, ear pinching, grabbing scruff or jowls, direct eye contact, leash jerks, pinch or choker collars, and using shock collars.  All of these maneuvers are very threatening and can be frightening.  Rather than submission, it is not uncommon for dogs to growl and/or bite to ward off these perceived attacks by their owners.
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Dominance and leadership are far from the same thing.   Leadership should be attained by positive means – by using desired resources (e.g. food treats) as reinforcers to reward appropriate behaviors.  Leadership is established when a dog owner can consistently set clear limits for behavior and effectively communicate the rules by immediately rewarding the correct behaviors and preventing access to or removing the rewards for the undesirable behaviors.  Therefore, owners must avoid reinforcing undesirable behaviors and only reinforce desirable behaviors frequently enough and consistently enough for the good behaviors to become a habit.  
So what to do instead?  You need to establish a positive, healthy relationship with your dog built on trust and cooperation.  Establish rules and boundaries with your dog and set him up for success with proper management and supervision – after all, you would not leave a toddler home alone would you?  We need to remember that dogs are dogs and they do what works for them!  They are not moral, do not care what is right or wrong – they operate for themselves.  They repeat behaviors that bring about positive sensations (e.g. chewing on furniture feels good to the teeth and gums so it is repeated) and reduce behaviors that bring about negative feelings (e.g. bitter apple on furniture tastes bad so they avoid it).  Consistency is key:  if a dog who really enjoys chewing on furniture only encounters Bitter Apple occasionally may well continue the behavior despite the occasional bad encounter because the chewing feels good enough times to make it worthwhile.
There are two main methods for behavioral modification: response substitution and counter conditioning.  With response substitution you must teach your dog a behavior (or “trick”) that is an acceptable alternative to the undesirable behavior.  For example, for jumping up on people, work with your dog in a non-distracting setting and teach a reliable “sit” using lots of positive reinforcement (usually in the form of really tasty treats).  Once your dog reliably responds to “sit,” you can use it as a polite greeting for when your dog was previously jumping up.  With counter conditioning, you teach your dog that good things happen at the same time as a situation that normally sets off undesirable behavior.  For example, if your dog gets out of control each time he sees a bike, you would simply give him a treat each time he is in the presence of a bike.  Using this method, you are making a positive association with the stimulus that has been causing fear, anxiety, and/or over-reactivity.
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  In both instances, training sessions would need to be set up where all other variables are controlled (no other dogs, children, distractions).  The best way to approach any training issue you are having is to consult with an experienced trainer.  A behavior modification plan can then be tailored specifically to the issues you are having.  Training sessions can be set up to work with you and your dog to ensure a successful outcome.  You will also learn many techniques and be instructed how to continue training at home.  If you are having a current training issue with your dog, please let us know – We can help!
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