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Ethics

• Ethics are individual

• We should seek to enhance the lives of 
the dogs we work with

• Through understanding and 
compassion we can create a better 
relationship

• We have to be happy with the way we 
interact with our dogs

• Equally, our dogs should be 
comfortable with our interactions



Where do we begin?

What is dog behaviour?



What affects behaviour?
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What affects behaviour?

Species Ethology

• Common dog behaviours

• Predation

• Chasing

• Scavenging

• Digging

• Playing

• Chewing/mouthing

• Vocalising 

• Social interaction

• Communicating



Genetics
• Personality

• Beware of assuming behaviour due to breed

Previous experiences 
• Stress of mother

• Socialisation period (3-12 weeks)

• Learning what works!

Current environment
• Known or new?

• Does it meet the dog’s needs?

• Stress

What affects behaviour?



Medical factors

• Pain

• Disease

• Medication

What affects behaviour?



Firstly – A Word About Health

Around 25% of behaviour problems referred 
to behaviour practitioners have a medical 

component
• May not always be the cause, but at least contributes

• Frequently related to pain

Always bear in mind the potential for a 
medical condition underlying behaviour 

• Doesn’t mean we can’t work with the behaviour though



• Non-associative Learning

• Associative Learning

How Dogs Learn – Two Basic Ways



Non-associative learning

Response to a stimulus due to repeated exposure:

- Habituation

- Sensitisation



If something is repeated frequently enough and there is no 
consequence for the dog, they will stop paying attention to it

Habituation



Sensitisation

Increased response to stimulus each time it is presented

(opposite to habituation)







Socialisation 

Socialisation in its broadest sense is the process 
where inexperienced individuals are taught the 
skills, behaviours, norms, attitudes, values, and 
motivations required to be able to function 
competently as a member of a culture. 
(Maccoby 2007)

https://link.springer.com/referenceworkentry/10.1007%2F978-1-4419-1428-6_333#CR2_333


Sensitive periods for learning

Socialisation period:

• 3-12/14 weeks of age

• Learns what is ‘normal’ in life

• Things that the dog has good experiences of are likely to 
be seen as positive in later life

• Things the dog has no or bad experiences of may cause 
fear or anxiety in later life.

Habituation to ‘normal’ stimuli during this time.

E.g. traffic, car travel, noises, etc.



So how do we socialise appropriately?

• At the dog’s pace

• Not overwhelm/ ‘flood’

• Dogs

• People

• Other animals

• The beings they need to 
interact with



Socialisation of puppies

• 0-2 weeks: daily handling, 
scents, sounds

• 2-3 weeks: surfaces, visual, 
sounds, handling, toys/novel 
items

• 3-4 weeks: time away from 
mother, other dogs, handling, 
play

• 4+ weeks: interaction with 
variety of people and dogs, 
away from litter (where safe 
and no disease risk)



Consequences of poor socialisation

If the dog has a poor socialisation period, 
lack of habituation, or bad experiences, we 
may see the dog develop anxiety or fear-
related behaviours.

For example:

• Anxiety or fear  

• when introduced to new things/situations

• unknown people

• other dogs

• household noises

• And many more scenarios



Associative learning

New response associated with a certain stimulus

- Classical conditioning 

- Operant conditioning



Classical conditioning

• Imagine that two events happen close 
together in time; one of these causes 
an “automatic” response in an 
individual, while the other doesn’t

• Over time, even in the absence of the 
event causing the automatic response, 
the other event will cause a response



Operant conditioning

• If something good happens, the likelihood of 
the behaviour being repeated increases

• If something bad happens, the likelihood of 
the behaviour being repeated reduces

Good and bad is according to the INDIVIDUAL’S (DOG’S)  

perspective!

What happens after a behaviour occurs matters as it may affect the 

likelihood of it occurring again



Examples…
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What about adults?

• Is it too late to do anything 
about a dog with problem 
behaviours?

• Why might a dog show 
aggressive behaviour?

• What can we do about it if 
we don’t know their history?



Problem behaviours

• There are a number of things we have to consider

- Is it a learnt or natural behaviour?

- Is the behaviour rewarding?

- How long has the dog been practicing the behaviour?

- These are just a few!

• There is no one size fits all training programme



Training

There are various methods used 
in dog training and behaviour.

You will find advice from many 
sources:

• The media -T.V, internet, 
magazines

• Vets

• Research – science, 
reference books

• Pet shops

• And more…



Different approaches to training

• From the point of the trainers & 
behaviourists there has been a 
divide for some years now.

• Some on the dominance theory side 
while others choosing the ethology, 
learning theory, physiology 
approach.

• And variations on these themes



Dominance/hierarchy theory

• Focusing on dogs wanting to 
achieve a higher social status 
over dogs or people

• Assumes behaviour motivated 
by dog’s desire to ‘dominate’ the 
owner

• .

• Based on early studies of 
captive, unrelated wolves

• Led to humans wanting to use 
certain techniques to suppress 
unwanted behaviour
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Punishment-based methods

• Aims to suppress the unwanted 
behaviour

• Use of punishment can lead to 
conditioned suppression and 
spontaneous recovery (very 
often the behaviour will be 
stronger).

• Spontaneous recovery occurs 
when the threat is too severe and 
the dog can no longer supress 
their fear.



Problems with punishment-based methods

• Dog associates owner/handler/all people with punishment

• Dog associates other stimuli at that point with the punishment

• Leads to fear of people

• Suppression of warning signals

A more fearful dog, more likely to show higher levels of 
aggression, without warning



Dogs Trust Approach

• Using learning theory and a 
good knowledge of the species 
to shape a dogs behaviour

• Understanding why the dogs is 
doing the behaviour

• Promoting a new behaviour and 
rewarding that instead of 
suppressing behaviour

• Using primary and secondary 
reinforcers to reward wanted 
behaviours 



Aims when dealing with problem behaviour

• Practice makes perfect- good and bad behaviours!

• Therefore stop the unwanted behaviour being practiced 

• And then…

• Teach another response



First steps

• Avoidance of the ‘scary’ stimuli where possible

• Management – avoidance of practicing behaviour



Teach an alternative



Using appropriate rewards



Top Tips

1. Don’t start with the most difficult dog in your shelter

2. Assess your shelter for areas to work with dogs

3. Find out what they will work for

4. Set up for success – Have a plan

5. Work with others to help each other improve 

6. Record your sessions

7. Be careful what you read or watch on TV/Youtube etc

8. Remember they are learning all the time so we have to be 
teaching all of the time. 

9. Show others

10. Have fun


