


Dominance & the domestic dog 



Is a dog a type of wolf? 



• For many years now dog owners have 
been told they must be the pack leader 
whether it is in the form of a book or 
television program or from a friend or 
dog trainer.  

 



The word dominance can be defined as ; to 
control or rule over by strength. 

 So dogs that show undesirable 
behaviour are thought to be trying to 
rule over us, our families and anyone 
who enters our pack by using its 
strength? 



I think a better description is; 

• To have a commanding 
influence over 

(Oxford dictionary) 

 

• Its not about aggression  
 

 



A truly free living wolf pack is more like a family group... 

...sharing labour. When food is 
plentiful all of the pack eat 
together, there is no pecking order. 
If food were in short supply it would 
be the pups that eat first. 

David Mech (1999)  



Although it is true they have a very 
similar genetic make-up, the 
centuries of domestication and 
culturalisation that the dog has 
gone through means that we cannot 
now believe that we have 'a wolf in 
our living room'! 



We need to ask questions 

• Miklosi 

 

• Mech 

 

• Bradshaw 

 

• Coppinger 

 



Do the two live in the same environment? 



Are resources hard to come by? 



Getting the best sleeping spot!! 



What's the purpose of Rank? 

• In most wild Canids the ultimate purpose of 
achieving a dominant status is to control 
breeding 



Spot the differences  

 The social structure of the grey wolf is 
relatively simple and easy to 
understand, they are all of the same 
species, have all grown up surrounded 
by and learning from their parents 
siblings and relatives in a language they 
all understand. 

 



What about the dog? 

• Removed from mum at ?? Weeks 

• Taken from siblings at ?? Weeks 

• Never meet the father 

• Plunged into a world of different rules 

• Surrounded by well meaning but often bizarre 
humans 

• Expected to conform to our rules with little or 
no training or preparation 

 



No wonder they sometimes get it 
wrong !!! 



Here is a top ten of supposed dominance 
related behaviours and my own take on 
them... 

1. Aggression/biting – especially towards 
family members. 



2. Pulling on the lead.  



3. House soiling 



4. Chewing valuable owner possessions 



5. Jumping up/pawing 



6. Poor recall 

Here boy 
HERE! 



7. Begging at the table 



8. Going through doorways first 



9. Getting up on the furniture 



10.Stealing food/Laundry 



What is really going on? 

 



When owners say they have a dominance problem with their dog it 
actually means they have one of two things… 

1. They have a compliance/training problem 

2. They have a conflict problem 



How you resolve these problems has a 
major impact on your relationship with 

the dog 



Learning theory 

POSITIVE 

REINFORCEMENT 

 

Something pleasant is added to 

increase the likelihood of the 

behaviour being repeated 

POSITIVE PUNISHMENT 

 

Something unpleasant is added 

to decrease the likelihood of the 

behaviour being repeated 

NEGATIVE 

REINFORCEMENT 

 

Something unpleasant is taken 

away from the environment to 

increase the likelihood of the 

behaviour being repeated 

NEGATIVE PUNISHMENT 

 

Something pleasant is taken 

away to decrease the likelihood 

of the behaviour being repeated 



 Punishment & Conditioned 
Suppression 

 Although it is widely accepted that any (or a 
combination) of positive or negative reinforcement 
or punishment will alter responses the potential 
pitfalls should be recognised. 

 Use of negative reinforcement, positive punishment 
and negative punishment can all be detrimental to 
the relationship with your dog. 



What is punishment? 



The touch 

 





What's the danger? 

 



 Conditioned suppression 

 Use of positive punishment (and, to a lesser 
extent, negative punishment) can lead to 
conditioned suppression and/or spontaneous 
recovery (very often the behaviour will be 
stronger). 

 The dog may be suppressing behaviours due 
to possibility of punishment. 



Spontaneous recovery 

• Behaviours suppressed by punishment may 
return 

 

 

• Often this re-emergence of the behaviour is 
more vigorous than previously seen 





 Inescapable and unavoidable punishment causes a cascade 
effect… 

 
 

Conditioned ---------  Learned  ----------Tonic 
Suppression   Helplessness  Immobility 

 
 
 

New & exploratory    Most Natural behaviours        Even mobility is              behaviours 
restricted       now cease  affected 

 
 

  We are now concerned with serious welfare implications 
for the dog. 

 





Flooding 

• This is the exposure to fear evoking stimuli 
with no route of escape & no form of redress 
available.  

• This, too, leads to conditioned suppression 
etc. 

• We are in danger of seriously compromising 
the dog's welfare if we resort to punishment 
of flooding.   



Does it come out of nowhere? 



What happens when they stop 
suppressing? 



 Learning set 

 The dogs learning set is a whole catalogue of 
previous learning 

 

 All new learning adds to the dogs learning set 
both positive and negative. 



 Learning set 

+IVE 
TRAINING 

-IVE 
TRAINING 

-IVE 
TRAINING 

+IVE 
TRAINING 

+IVE 
TRAINING 

 
+IVE 

LEARNING 
SET 

 



 Why tip the balance 

 A dog with a positive learning set will be more 
likely to keep trying even though he may find a 
particular session hard. 

 If your dog has achieved success more than 
failure he will be better placed mentally to 
deal with new situations and environments. 



Case study – Toby 

 Rehomed as a puppy 

 Strict rank reduction programme (as per 
instructions outlined in a popular book) 

 As behaviours intensified so did programme 

 Dog returned to kennels for biting owner 

 Dog back in kennels aged 7 months 



So lets stay positive !! 

Its better for everyone 


