Journal of Veterinary Behavior 25 (2018) 28—34

Journal of Veterinary Behavior

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

journal homepage: www.journalvetbehavior.com

Canine Research

Barriers to the adoption of humane dog training methods

Zazie Todd*

W) Check for updates

Companion Animal Psychology, Maple Ridge, British Columbia, Canada

ARTICLE INFO

ABSTRACT

Article history:

Received 13 September 2017
Received in revised form

24 February 2018

Accepted 7 March 2018
Available online 14 March 2018

Keywords:

dog training

positive reinforcement
attitudes

skills

The use of aversive dog training methods is associated with risks to animal welfare, yet most dog owners
continue to use positive punishment and negative reinforcement at least some of the time. This study
reviews the barriers to the adoption of humane dog training methods by the general public. Lack of
knowledge of the welfare risks, the poor quality of much information available to dog owners (should
they seek it out), lack of regulation of dog trainers, and theoretical and practical knowledge of dog
training will all affect people’s choice of method. The differing positions of animal behavior and veter-
inary organizations and dog trainers may contribute to the idea that there is a lack of consensus on
appropriate methods. The reasoned action approach, which is one of the most extensively tested models
in health promotion and psychology, is a promising way of understanding people’s intentions and
likelihood of using humane dog training methods. Suggestions for future research include developing an
understanding of how perceived social norms link to dog training behavior and the best ways to teach

animal welfare

humane dog training methods.
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Introduction

Despite many studies recommending the use of reward-based
training methods for pet dogs, including a recent review (Ziv,
2017), many owners continue to use positive punishment and
negative reinforcement. Behavior problems are the leading cause of
death of dogs under 3 years old (American Veterinary Society for
Animal Behavior [AVSAB], 2008a), and an owner’s perception of a
dog as being “well-behaved” is correlated with the dog’s lifespan
(Dreschel, 2010). Therefore, research into how best to increase dog
owners’ and trainers’ use of appropriate methods is urgently needed.
The continued use of training methods that carry risks (such as fear
and aggression) and that may negatively affect the relationship be-
tween dog and owner may be one cause of canine behavior problems
and certainly is not the best way to resolve them. However, some
people (including some dog trainers and celebrities) have negative
attitudes toward humane training methods and continue to use and
promote aversive techniques. Increasing the adoption of humane
training methods involves not just teaching people how to use them
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but also changing attitudes toward dog training so that people are
willing to learn and use reward-based methods. This study is an
overview of the barriers to the adoption of humane dog training
methods, summarizes the challenges in promoting humane
methods, and suggests future directions for research.

For the purposes of this review, humane training refers to the
use of positive reinforcement and negative punishment in training,
along with management strategies that are not aversive. This is also
known as reward-based training and is the same approach taken by
a number of professional bodies (but not all; see below). Humane
management strategies include but are not limited to the use of no-
pull harnesses, putting lids on garbage cans, use of pet gates to keep
dogs separate from children or other animals, and the use of a
muzzle with appropriate prior conditioning using only nonpunitive,
nonscary techniques.

The definition of reward-based methods based on positive rein-
forcement and negative punishment, and aversive methods based
on positive punishment and negative reinforcement, is fairly stan-
dard (e.g., Greenebaum, 2010), and many studies of dog training
separate the methods used along these lines (Casey et al., 2014;
Arhant et al., 2010). However, there are minor variations in how
methods have been classified in the literature. These differences may
reflect the difficulties of classifying language used by ordinary peo-
ple to describe the methods they use, a focus on positive reinforce-
ment versus positive punishment with less attention paid to


mailto:companimalpsych@gmail.com
https://www.companionanimalpsychology.com
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.jveb.2018.03.004&domain=pdf
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/15587878
http://www.journalvetbehavior.com
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jveb.2018.03.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jveb.2018.03.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jveb.2018.03.004

Z. Todd / Journal of Veterinary Behavior 25 (2018) 28—34 29

negative reinforcement and negative punishment, and/or the use of
statistical techniques rather than theory for analytic purposes.
Outside the scientific literature, popular dog training books do not
always include clear definitions (Browne et al., 2017) and the general
public typically does not study learning theory. Hence, although the
words “humane” and “reward-based” are widely used to describe
dog training methods, they are not always well defined.

The literature on dog training methods is relatively small
compared to that on parenting strategies. Research shows a strong
link between corporal punishment of children and the risks of
negative outcomes such as behavior problems (Durrant and Ensom,
2012), and there is a growing body of literature on the best ways to
teach evidence-based parenting strategies. Attitudes toward
corporal punishment of children are known to predict the use of
corporal punishment (Taylor et al., 2011), so it seems reasonable to
assume that attitudes toward the use of aversive techniques in dog
training also predict the use of such techniques. Therefore, where
appropriate, the study will also draw on the literature on evidence-
based parenting programs and on corporal punishment of children.

Humane training methods are an important aspect of animal
welfare for pet dogs. Since the 1960s, animal welfare has been
framed in terms of the Five Freedoms. These freedoms include the
freedom from fear and distress and the freedom to express normal
behaviors. The more recent development of the Five Domains
model also includes opportunities to experience positive welfare
(Mellor, 2016). These approaches to animal welfare are relevant to
discussions of dog training in several ways: aversive techniques
have the potential to cause fear and/or stress (Ziv, 2017); behavior
problems in and of themselves may be due to fear and stress which
aversive methods do not resolve; and some behavior problems may
be due to lack of an allowed outlet for normal behavior. For
example, fear of strangers or fear of body handling may cause a dog
to hide or be aggressive, while chewing problem and digging be-
haviors may be due to lack of permissible outlets for these behav-
iors, such as a failure to provide chew toys. Training using positive
reinforcement is linked to increased play behaviors (Rooney and
Cowan, 2011). There is evidence that dogs like to work to earn a
reward—dubbed the “Eureka effect” (McGowan et al., 2014). This
means positive reinforcement training may contribute to positive
welfare as an enrichment activity for dogs, while aversive tech-
niques are associated with risks to welfare.

Dog training methods and animal welfare

The proportion of people using only reward-based dog training
methods is not known, but according to surveys in the UK, it varies
from 16% (Blackwell et al., 2008) to 20% (Hiby et al., 2004), but all
participants in Rooney and Cowan (2011) used a combination of
rewards and punishment. In Arhant et al.’s (2010) study of Viennese
dog owners, although 90% used rewards often or very often, 80%
also used positive punishment (typically leash jerks, scolding, or
holding the dog’s muzzle). Many dog owners scold their dog if it
does not cooperate with treatment at the vet (Mariti et al., 2017).
The use of aversive dog training methods by dog owners, at least
some of the time, therefore seems to be widespread.

Numerous studies show negative effects from the use of aversive
training techniques such as an increase in aggression, stress, and/or
increased behavior problems (Arhant et al., 2010; Blackwell et al.,
2008; Casey et al., 2014; Cooper et al., 2014; Herron et al., 2009;
Hiby et al.,, 2004), and in reduced gaze toward the owner (Deldalle
and Gaunet, 2014), which may have implications for the human-
animal bond and future training. Shock collars are associated with
poorer training outcomes for working dogs and pets (Arnott et al.,
2014; Blackwell et al., 2012) and with signs of stress, including
associating the shock with the trainer (Schilder and van der Borg,

2004). A review of the literature (Ziv, 2017) concludes that not only
do aversive techniques have unwanted consequences in the form of
fear and aggression, but also they may even be less effective than are
positive techniques in teaching desired behaviors. On the other hand,
appropriate behavioral treatment for dogs with behavior problems
reduces the risk of rehoming and euthanasia (Siracusa et al., 2017).

Dog owners’ beliefs and attitudes about dog training methods
may be affected by the legal situation, awareness of the positions of
professional bodies, the methods used or recommended by dog
trainers, family and friends, and the methods promoted or seen
being used on TV, social media, and the Internet.

There may also be some confusion over what constitutes hu-
mane methods. Many dog owners are still influenced by the idea of
dominance in training based on beliefs about dogs being similar to
wolves. Unfortunately, this approach frames the dog-owner rela-
tionship in antagonistic terms, suggesting that dogs should obey
people out of respect and that the owner needs to be “dominant”
(Todd, 2015). This approach leads to misunderstandings of canine
behavior and directly encourages people to use confrontational
methods, such as “alpha rolls” (rolling the dog on its side and
pinning it there).

Dog trainers, terminology, and lack of regulation

Several different terms are used by dog trainers to describe
humane training methods, including humane training itself, force-
free training, positive reinforcement training, and reward-based
training. Some dog training schools, such as the Academy for Dog
Trainers and the Karen Pryor Academy, include a commitment to
humane dog training methods. Because dog training is not regu-
lated, some trainers may use terms such as “humane” and “force
free” in ways that are incompatible with standard definitions (e.g.,
to refer to electronic collars or alongside a clear statement that
treats are not used without specifying techniques). It is likely some,
at least, of the trainers who do not specify use on their web sites are
using electronic collars. Prevalence is unknown. Given the lack of
transparency for consumers and the potential risks of harm to dogs,
more research on the techniques used and advertised by trainers on
their web sites is needed.

There are also disagreements among dog trainers who use terms
such as “positive reinforcement” to refer to humane dog training
methods. Most of this disagreement focuses on the use of negative
punishment, including “time-out” and the use of a “no-reward”
marker (e.g., saying “Too bad!” when the dog does a different
behavior than the one asked). In practice, positive reinforcement
and negative punishment are combined since rewards will be
withheld when the dog does not do the behavior requested.
Withholding rewards can be a form of negative punishment (Mills,
2005). Because behavior cannot be guaranteed, dogs will perform
incorrect behavior at least some of the time. As well, what is pun-
ishing or reinforcing may depend on the dog, for example, if a
fearful dog is afraid of the sound from a clicker, it will be punishing.

The use of “time-out” is included in The American Academy of
Pediatrics (1998) guidelines on effective punishment for children.
“Time-out” can be an effective way to increase compliance in chil-
dren (Kaminski et al., 2008; Owen et al 2012) and is considered a
nonaversive discipline technique (McGilloway et al, 2012;
Morawska and Sanders, 2011). Teaching parents how to effectively
implement “time-out” (along with other parenting strategies) is part
of evidence-based parenting programs such as Triple P (Sanders,
2008), and for children with disruptive behavior or developmental
delay (Eyberg et al., 2008; Garland et al., 2008; Ros et al., 2016).
“Time-out” is based on the removal of access to reinforcers and, for
children, involves sending them temporarily to a quiet room; with a
dog, “time-out” may involve the dog being put in another room or a
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crate (e.g., 30 seconds to 2 minutes), or the owner leaving the room
temporarily (which may be easier to implement). Unless there is an
imminent safety risk, a single warning cue is given first which means
the “time-out” can be avoided if the behavior ceases. To be effective,
“time-out” is applied immediately if the behavior continues after the
warning cue and consistently every time the behavior occurs
(Drayton et al., 2014). Situations where “time-out” may be appro-
priate include puppies biting too hard, dogs jumping and mouthing,
and inappropriate play behavior. “Time-out” is used with positive
reinforcement for appropriate behavior and added exercise and
enrichment as needed. There are occasions when “time-out” could
be a welfare risk, such as for a dog with separation anxiety that
cannot be left alone or when the underlying problem is fear or
anxiety that “time-out” does nothing to resolve. A survey of online
guidance on “time-out” for parents found all of it was lacking
(Drayton et al., 2014) and it seems likely that similar guidance for dog
owners also lacks details and accuracy. Eighty-five percent of parents
who use “time-out” do so in a way that is not in line with an
evidence-based approach (Riley et al., 2017). Mistakes that would
likely generalize to dog owners are repeated use of warning cues and
failure to use it alongside positive reinforcement for appropriate
behavior. Existing research does not assess how “time-out” is used in
dog training, whether it is used effectively, or when it would be
contraindicated. However, the effectiveness and welfare risks of
different implementations have been discussed (Overall, 2013).

Reward-based dog trainers also differ in whether they use no-
reward markers, which signal to the dog they have picked the
wrong behavior rather than the one that was requested and so
missed out on earning a reward. A no-reward marker is typically a
phrase such as “too bad,” “oops,” or “try again.” For unimpaired
humans, errorful learning in which feedback is given on mistakes is
beneficial for learning and leads to better memory than errorless
learning in which all mistakes are avoided (Kornell and Vaughn,
2016; Metcalfe, 2017). More research is needed both on no-
reward markers for dogs and on dog trainers’ understanding and
beliefs about them. It is important that dog training research re-
flects methods as used by trainers because differences between
laboratory and everyday use may cause differences in results, as has
been shown for the use of the clicker (Feng et al., 2017).

Membership of dog training organizations is optional, and in
most countries, there is no regulation of or required education for
dog trainers. Dog trainers can opt for professional accreditation, as
with the Certified Professional Dog Trainer, Knowledge Assessed
assessments by the Certification Council for Professional Dog
Trainers or Professional Canine Trainer (Accredited) from the Pet
Professional Accreditation Board, but there is little evidence that
the general public knows what to look for in a dog trainer. There is
also no regulation of the terms behavior consultant or behavior
counselor, although veterinary behaviorists are certified by the
American College of Veterinary Behaviorists, Certified Applied
Animal Behaviorists by the Animal Behavior Society, and Animal
Behavior Consultants certified by the International Association of
Animal Behavior Consultants. In the UK, there are moves to regulate
dog trainers (ABTC, 2014; McBride and Montomery, 2018), and the
Association for the Study of Animal Behavior has a certification
scheme for clinical animal behaviorists.

There is no one body that is working to promote the use of
humane dog training methods. In addition, disagreements over
methods may give the erroneous impression that there is no sci-
entific consensus.

The legal situation

The legality or otherwise of some dog training tools may also affect
people’s beliefs and perceived norms. Austria, Germany, Denmark,

Norway, Slovenia, Sweden, Switzerland, Quebec, Wales, and Scotland
outlaw electronic shock collars and electronic barrier fences. In lo-
cations where such tools are legal, it can be assumed this will
contribute to normative beliefs that these methods are acceptable.
When Sweden banned corporal punishment for children in 1979,
while 53% of people supported it in 1965, 11% supported it in 1994
(Durrant, 1999). Best effects occur when changes to the law are
accompanied by educational campaigns (as happened in Sweden).
Parenting programs that teach appropriate methods and provide
support can reduce the use of punishment and lead to reductions in
child maltreatment (see Durrant and Ensom, 2012, for a review).
Future legal changes to the status of dog training tools should,
accordingly, be accompanied by public education campaigns.

Positions of professional bodies

Some professional organizations forbid their members to use
aversives in training, while others allow members to use aversive
techniques or to use them in certain circumstances. There are also
variations in how this information is presented to the public, who
might be using their web site to find a dog trainer.

Those that ban members from using aversive methods include
Association of Pet Dog Trainers (APDT) UK and the Pet Professional
Guild. The APDT UK’s mission statement (APDT UK 2017) lists as one
of its core values “The rejection of invasive, coercive, or punitive
equipment or methods, which can cause mental and physical
trauma to dogs.” The Pet Professional Guild (“the Association for
force-free pet professionals”) lists the following as nonnegotiables:
“no shock, no pain, no choke, no fear, no physical force, no physical
molding, no compulsion-based methods are used to train or care for
a pet” (Stapleton-Frappell, 2015).

The American Veterinary Society for Animal Behavior has several
position statements for the public, including one on the use of
punishment (AVSAB, 2007) and one on the use of dominance theory
in behavior modification of animals (AVSAB, 2008b). The former
includes scientific definitions, suggestions for further reading, and a
list of 9 potential adverse effects from the use of punishment. The
latter includes advice for veterinarians in its key points, including
“The American Veterinary Society for Animal Behavior recommends
that veterinarians identify and refer clients only to trainers and
behavior consultants who understand the principles of learning
theory and who focus on reinforcing desirable behaviors and
removing the reinforcement for undesirable behaviors” (p.1).

The European Society of Veterinary Clinical Ethology (ESCVE) has
a position statement on the use of electronic collars (ESCVE, 2017),
which urges all European countries to take a position on remote-
controlled collars, electronic boundary fences, and bark collars.
The statement also calls for education: “ESCVE encourages educa-
tion programs that use positive reinforcement methods (while
avoiding positive punishment and negative reinforcement) thereby
promoting positive dog welfare and a humane, ethical, and moral
approach to dog training at all times” (p.3). A review of the research
behind this position statement can be found in Masson et al. (2018).

The International Association of Animal Behavior Consultants
(IAABC) and APDT adopt the least intrusive, minimally aversive
(LIMA) approach (APDT, 2017; IAABC, n.d.). LIMA aims to help
trainers choose the most humane method by providing a hierarchy of
techniques (Friedman, 2009). LIMA includes negative punishment
(such as “time-out”) in the same category as negative reinforcement
and extinction, as methods to be used only when others (including
positive reinforcement) have not worked; however, see earlier
comments on negative punishment. Positive punishment is last in
the hierarchy. The IAABC position statement says “Punishment
should never be the first line of treatment in an intervention, nor
should it make up the majority of a behavior modification program.
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Furthermore, it should be discontinued as quickly as possible once
the desired behavior change has taken place.” Both IAABC and APDT
refer to the need for trainers to ensure competence. Competence
plays a role in decisions on techniques; for example, the timing of
rewards and ability to get the dog’s attention are linked to greater
success in dog training (Payne et al., 2017). A concern is that people
who are not technically skilled may feel that positive reinforcement
has not worked and turned to aversive methods rather than refer. Itis
not known how trainers make decisions about this.

Rescues and shelters also adopt a range of positions. Some, such
as the British Columbia Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to
Animals in Canada (BCSPCA, 2016) and Dogs Trust (Dogs Trust, n.d.)
in the UK, have a position statement or information on their web
site that supports the use of humane training methods. However,
many organizations do not have such statements, and the true
prevalence of the use of aversive methods is not known.

The public’s exposure to and beliefs about the training of
working dogs, such as guide dogs, search-and-rescue dogs, drug
detection, police and military dogs, may also influence their atti-
tudes toward dog training. Although most working dogs are now
trained using reward-based methods (Rooney et al., 2016), orga-
nizations and individuals that train working dogs may also vary in
their training methods. For example, Haverbeke et al., (2008) report
the frequent use of aversive training methods by military dog
handlers. By contrast, most trainers of search-and-rescue dogs
prefer to use positive reinforcement (Alexander et al 2011). The use
of aversive training methods for working dogs may cause fear,
anxiety, reduced confidence, and behavior problems (Rooney et al.,
2009) just as for pet dogs, and best practices in training methods
and equipment choices may lead to better welfare and performance
(Cobb et al., 2015; Rooney et al., 2016).

Differences in positions may give the public the impression that
there is no agreement on the best methods to train a dog. Statements
that aversive methods can be used as a “last resort” may be perceived
as providing support for using aversive methods because it gives the
mistaken impression that there are some circumstances in which
they are the only option. Consistent messaging, and research on the
best ways to get that message across, would be welcome.

The role of veterinarians

Veterinarians play an important role in teaching people about
animal behavior and referring people to dog trainers and behaviorists,
although they sometimes miss opportunities to discuss behavior with
clients (Roshier and McBride, 2012). Many American Veterinary
Medical Association Council on Education—accredited veterinary
schools do not offer a formal course in animal behavior (Shivley et al.,
2016). Better education on behavior will enable vets to better guide
their clients toward appropriate dog trainers. The 2015 American
Animal Hospital Association Canine and Feline Behavior Management
Guidelines (Hammerle et al., 2015) include guidelines on finding a
qualified trainer. The guidelines state trainers should have certifica-
tion and only use positive methods; they also give specific advice to
check with a trainer that they do not use shock collars, leash jerks,
“dominance,” etc. The Fear Free movement (Becker, 2014) in veteri-
nary medicine is also a positive step because the course teaches veter-
inarians to recognize signs of fear, anxiety, and stress and about the
importance of working with qualified reward-based dog trainers. For
veterinarians, working with a reward-based dog trainer may sometimes
be needed to ensure low-stress visits to the vet for dogs (Lloyd, 2017).

In Canada, although the Canadian Veterinary Medical Associa-
tion’s guidelines (CVMA, 2015) are generally in support of humane
training methods, aversive techniques are “strongly discouraged”
but still allowed as a last resort (“Devices such as electronic collars
should only be used by a certified and/or experienced trainer or

behaviorist, and only after all other training and/or behavior
modification methods have failed”).

Given these guidelines, people who ask their veterinarian for a
recommendation for a dog trainer may in some cases be referred to
someone who does not use modern, humane techniques. The
problem is compounded by the fact veterinarians do not receive
much training in animal behavior.

Dog owners’ knowledge, skills, and techniques

People’s control over their behavior is linked to perceived con-
trol and also to their skills. In the case of dog training, people’s skills
in terms of timing of rewards, body position, and getting the dog’s
attention have been linked to success in teaching the dog “lie
down” (Payne et al., 2017). For example, people may intend to use
food rewards to teach a dog a particular command, but if their
timing is not good enough, they may positively reinforce a different
behavior (such as standing up).

People’s decision to use rewards, especially the use of food, may
also affect their success in dog training because food is a more
effective reward than petting or praise (Okamoto et al., 2009;
Feuerbacher and Wynne, 2012; Fukuzawa and Hayashi., 2013) and
praise is not meaningful to dogs unless it has already been condi-
tioned (Feuerbacher and Wynne, 2015). Knowledge, or lack of it, may
also affect choice of dog training techniques. Among trainers of
working dogs, The Australian Working Dog Alliance (Branson et al.,
2009) found those with lower levels of education were more likely
to use correction and electronic shock collars, whereas use of posi-
tive reinforcement was more common in those with education.

Many people get information about dog training from them-
selves. Pirrone et al. (2015) in Italy found 55% of respondents said
they got dog training information from “myself” (of which 13% got
information “instinctively” and 42% from the Web, TV, or a book).
Similarly, a study of dogs with behavior problems in the US (Herron
et al., 2009) also found people rated the “self” highly as a source of
information for particular techniques. In this study, common advice
from trainers included choke and prong collars, forcing the dog
down with a leash, teaching “look” and “watch me,” and use of a
clicker. Unfortunately, if dog owners decide to consult a book, some
of the most popular—and enduring—dog training books include
erroneous information (Browne et al., 2017). Another issue is peo-
ple’s ability to read canine body language. While most people know
a happy dog when they see one, experience is a factor in recog-
nizing fear in dogs (Wan et al., 2012). Many dog owners miss signs
that their dog is afraid of loud noises (Blackwell et al., 2013) or
afraid at the vet (Mariti et al., 2015). If people do not recognize signs
of stress, anxiety, and fear, they will not realize when the methods
they are using are affecting their dog’s welfare.

Dog owner’s personality and other characteristics may also
affect choice of dog training methods. Among working dog han-
dlers, those scoring high on agreeableness use lower rates of verbal
corrections, and those scoring high on conscientiousness have a
better understanding of training (Payne et al., 2015). Among par-
ents, 3 aspects of parenting style (responsiveness, behavioral con-
trol, and autonomy support) have been linked to the parent’s
personality traits, albeit with small effect sizes (Prinzie et al., 2009).
Future research could investigate the relationship between per-
sonality characteristics of dog trainers and owners and their pro-
pensity to choose particular methods.

Toward an understanding of dog owners’ attitudes and use of
dog training methods

One way to understand the way attitudes and beliefs affect
behavior when it comes to the use of dog training methods is
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through the reasoned action approach (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010). The
reasoned action approach and the earlier theory of planned
behavior have been widely used in social psychology and health
promotion to explain and predict behavior change in areas such as
physical activity, diet, and safer sex (Armitage and Conner, 2001;
Webb et al., 2010; McEachan et al., 2011; McEachan et al., 2016).
It is a very useful approach: in a large meta-analysis, the theory of
planned behavior predicted 19% of the variance in behavior and 44%
of the variance in intentions (McEachan et al., 2011). The successful
use of this approach to predict parental use of corporal punishment
on children (Taylor et al., 2011) suggests it will be a particularly
good fit for research and interventions on dog training methods.

An illustration of how the reasoned action approach could be
used to understand people’s intentions to use and actual behaviors
of using humane dog training methods is shown in Figure. The
model provides a way of understanding the wide range of factors
that may affect people’s use (or not) of humane dog training
methods. People’s perceptions of social norms may be influenced
by a range of factors, including articles on the Internet, TV pro-
grams, popular books, and the beliefs of their friends and family.
Knowledge of dog training involves both theoretical knowledge
(learning theory, etc.) and practical aspects such as speed of rein-
forcement, so actual abilities as well as confidence in those abilities
will influence dog training behavior. The reasoned action approach
includes 2 aspects of attitudes, instrumental (e.g., “humane dog
training methods are effective”) and experiential (e.g., “humane
dog training methods are fun to use”).

This approach can be used to design and test promotions of
humane training methods. For example, because confidence in
abilities is one of the moderating variables, promotions designed to
increase people’s confidence in using reward-based methods are
likely to lead to increased actual use of such methods. Conversely,
approaches based on leadership, which the public may see as
related to dominance, may be perceived as criticisms of people’s
abilities and in turn may reduce confidence in using reward-based
methods. The reasoned action approach also suggests that pro-
moting the idea of a consensus on dog training methods will lead to

changes in perceptions of social norms that in turn will lead to
improved intentions to use humane training methods. The
reasoned action approach can provide a useful theoretical frame-
work for understanding people’s dog training behavior, as well as
an approach to designing research studies.

Future research should include the development and validation
of a scale to measure attitudes toward dog training methods, as well
as developing and testing interventions that might help dog owners
both gravitate toward humane training methods and parse dog
training web sites so as to be able to identify inaccurate or
misleading statements about dog training methods. A better un-
derstanding of dog owners’ beliefs and knowledge about training
(including the discursive construction of those beliefs) will enable
organizations to be better able to plan brief interventions, for
example, to persuade people to use food in training which many
dog trainers say is a common sticking point in the adoption of
humane methods. These approaches should take communication
research into consideration when designing interventions.
Research on the best ways to teach dog training methods would
also be welcome (and was also suggested by Ziv, 2017).

Summary and conclusions

Many dog owners continue to use aversive methods to train
their dogs at least some of the time, despite the associated welfare
risks. Aversive methods may cause fear, anxiety, and stress in
themselves; do not address any underlying fear issues; may cause
the dog to associate the aversive event with something other than
what is intended (e.g., with the owner, thus affecting the dog-
owner relationship); and likely mean that dogs are missing out
on enrichment opportunities from reward-based dog training that
include fun activities with the owner, cognitive enrichment, and
increased variety in the diet from the use of food rewards.

Because people frequently cite themselves as the source of their
dog training knowledge, it may be difficult to reach them with
messages about appropriate training methods. The situation is
compounded by the poor quality of information in popular dog
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Figure. A reasoned action approach to the use of humane dog training methods, after Fishbein and Ajzen (2010).
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training books, lack of regulation of dog trainers, and the continuing
use and promotion of aversive techniques by both local and ce-
lebrity dog trainers. Differing positions of organizations may give
the public the impression that there is no consensus on humane
dog training methods when there is, and those that include aver-
sives as a “last resort” may be interpreted (or misinterpreted) as
giving support to the use of those methods. In addition, dog training
is a skilled activity, and people may give up on positive reinforce-
ment approaches if they do not have the necessary abilities (e.g.,
use of appropriate rewards such as food, timing of delivery of re-
wards, observation of the dog’s body language, getting the dog’s
attention, etc.). The reasoned action approach is a promising way to
look at how perceived social norms, and perceived and actual
abilities, influence dog owners’ and trainers’ likelihood of using
humane training methods. Given that aversive methods are a
welfare risk to dogs, further research on how to understand peo-
ple’s decisions on dog training and how best to promote and teach
humane dog training methods is urgently needed.
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