
When using positive reinforcement,
it’s essential that the pet be rewarded

only for performing desired behaviors.
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henever I’m traveling and a fellow passenger asks me what I
do for a living, I always tell the truth, despite the consequences.
“I’m a small animal veterinarian,” I say. Then I am flooded with
stories and questions about every pet the person has lived with since
birth, including the goldfish won at the county fair, and the barrage
of questions usually demonstrates that the individual has owned
more species of animal than veterinarians see in 4 years of veteri-
nary school. I can answer many of the questions, but some, even
some seemingly simple ones, elicit a blank stare accompanied by
that feeling you get when you are in a classroom, the teacher is
about to call on you, and you’ve forgotten to read the assignment. I
may not readily know the answer to “What should I feed my pet
iguana?” or “How long does a pet chicken live?,” but I don’t hesi-
tate to answer questions on behavior in any animal species.

fied, the client can remove it and
instead reward a more appropriate
behavior (positive reinforcement), such
as being quiet in the cage, waiting qui-
etly outside the door, or sitting calmly
to be petted.

OWNER BEHAVIOR
The reinforcer is usually easy to

identify based on what the owner reli-
ably does after the animal performs the
behavior and how the animal responds
to the owner’s action. But sometimes
the answer is hard for the owner to
believe. For instance, if Fido is in the
yard, staring into the house through
the sliding glass door while barking
continuously, the owner probably
eventually lets him in. By doing so, 
he or she has inadvertently reinforced
Fido’s barking.

Some owners first yell at their dog
or hurl objects, which may cause the
dog to be quiet temporarily. Then the
barking resumes, just as exuberantly.
In these cases, the negative attention
may actually be serving as the rein-
forcement. Like the class clown who
just wants to get a response, animals
can sometimes see intended repri-
mands as a reward. In the case of the
puppy that greets people by jumping
and nipping, even physical contact
can be seen as a reward. These dogs
want their owners’ attention. Pushing
these puppies away is similar to

W

ANIMAL BEHAVIOR
With up to 87% of owners com-

plaining that their dogs exhibit at least
one behavior problem1–3 and a majority
of pet owners who relinquish their pets
to animal shelters blaming behavioral
issues,4,5 it is inevitable that veterinary
technicians are asked questions about
pet behavior on a daily basis. Because
of the seemingly infinite numbers of
problems and suggested training tech-
niques, even the simplest questions can
seem as overwhelming as being asked
about the proper diet and life
expectancy for any animal that could
possibly be owned.

Fortunately, it turns out that behav-
ior questions need not lead to the
“blank stare” reply, because the solu-
tion to most behavior problems in pets
is simple. All you need to know is this:
Animals repeat behaviors that are rein-
forced; they learn by positive rein-
forcement. That means that if a client’s
parrot, kitten, or puppy behaves badly,
by say, screeching until it is taken out
of its cage, meowing outside the bed-
room door at 6:00 AM, or greeting visi-
tors by jumping up or nipping their
hands in play, all the client has to do is
identify what is rewarding the bad
behavior. Once the reinforcer is identi-

(text continues on page 797)
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Positive reinforcement means giving your pet a reward (something he 
wants) immediately after he does something you want him to do. By
rewarding your pet for good behavior, you make it more likely that he will
repeat the behavior in the future. It’s equally important to be sure that your
pet does not get rewarded for undesirable behavior, so be sure to remove

inappropriate rewards.

When using positive reinforcement, there are several things to keep in mind:

• Timing is critical to success. You must reward your pet immediately when he responds to the
appropriate cue or command, that is, while he is performing the desired behavior, within 1
second of performing the desired behavior, or at least before the next behavior begins.

• Use rewards that work for your pet. A reward is anything your pet wants at that instant.
Rewards can vary from food to toys to petting. It’s important to know what type of reward
your dog wants at the instant you are using the reward. In general, all dogs can be trained
using food; however, you may need to modify your pet’s regular feeding schedule and amount
so that he is motivated for food and treats. Some dogs can be rewarded by praise and petting;
however, this sometimes doesn’t work. You should carefully watch your dog’s response to the
potential reward in order to determine whether the reward was effective. 

• Don’t give in to the undesired behavior. Remember, giving in to the undesired behavior can
also be interpreted as a reward because your pet is receiving something that he wants at that
instant. For example, if your pet tries darting out the front door, then going out the front door
is a reward. If he’s bouncing around in the car in anticipation of being let out, then letting him
out of the car is a reward. If he’s jumping on you to get your attention, then attention is a
reward (even if the attention is in the form of a reprimand).

• Focus on changing only one or two undesired behaviors at a time. Decide which behaviors
(e.g., jumping on people, meowing at 6 AM) are most problematic, and address those first.

• Consistency is necessary. Everyone in the family must be aware of which one or two behaviors
you are trying to teach the pet. In addition, everyone needs to reward the desired behavior. If
your pet does not receive consistent feedback, the training will be ineffective.

• Changing undesired behavior takes time and patience. Your pet didn’t learn undesired
behavior overnight; therefore, it is important to keep reinforcing the desired behavior until it
becomes a habit for your pet. The more the good behavior is reinforced in a short span of time
(e.g., over several days or a week), the quicker your pet will learn the new behavior. Find as
many opportunities as possible to reward the desired behavior. If the “rewards” do not seem to
be effective, then you may be rewarding the wrong behavior or not giving your pet rewards
that motivate him at the instant you are using them.
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Examples of How to Use Positive Reinforcement:

To Prevent Your Dog from Pulling on the Leash
If your dog pulls on the leash while you are walking him, stop 
well before he gets to the end of the leash and stand completely
still. When your dog finally turns and looks back toward you,
immediately give him a treat close to your side so he has to come
back to your side. Then quickly reward in a second way by walking
forward or in a different direction before he has a chance to pull

again. He will most likely run to the end of the leash again, so be
ready to stop right away. If your dog walks by your side and looks at

you, give him a reward. Continue rewarding this behavior frequently
enough to sustain it.

To Stop Your Cat from Meowing for Food
Your cat has gotten into the habit of waking you up at 6 AM every
morning and meowing until you feed her. As soon as you give in
and feed her, you are rewarding her undesired behavior because
she has now learned that when she cries for food, you will give it
to her. To change this behavior, you need to ignore her and avoid
feeding her until she stops meowing. When she stops meowing, you
can give her some food. By doing this, you will teach her that if she
is quiet, she will be rewarded with her food.

To Stop Your Bird from Screaming
Your bird has a tendency to scream whenever you leave the room and

to stop the moment you return. To teach your bird that screaming 
will not bring him company, when he screams, don’t go back into the
room. Don’t talk back to him, either — he’ll think you’re having a
conversation! Parrots are very motivated by attention/talking. Wait
until your bird either is quiet or offers another sound that is not a
scream. Then return to the room and give him a treat or attention,

such as talking to him. Make it a point to frequently reward him for
short bouts of quiet before he has a chance to scream again. Your bird

will eventually learn that his screaming keeps you away and being quiet
(even making more tolerable sounds) brings him lots of attention.

(cont’d)
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engaging in rough play. Screaming or squealing while being nipped is an even
bigger bonus for the young dog. In fact, it’s a dog’s dream. The owner has been
transformed into a giant squeaky toy.

Likewise, if a cat wakes its owner up every morning at 6:00 AM with ear-
splitting meows and doesn’t stop until it’s fed, then the act of feeding becomes a
reward for the unwelcome wakeup call. With the screeching parrot, a verbal
human reply — even rudely screaming back — is especially rewarding because
parrots in the wild vocalize vociferously to mates and flock members as a way
of bonding and maintaining group cohesion.6 In the human household, parrots
call to the people with whom they are bonded and expect some type of reply.
When the owners scream back, the bird may view it as what bird vocalization
researchers call dueting. When the owners then take the bird out of its cage so
everyone can finally hear themselves think, they reinforce the bad behavior.
Now the bird knows that when it screeches, it will be taken out of the cage.6

TRAINING THE PET
When the reward for bad behavior is a common — and sometimes apparently

commonsense — action, clients may want to know how they can possibly avoid
it. In each case, the answer is patience and, often, food. To teach Fido to wait qui-
etly at the door, the client will have to leave him outside until he’s quiet and only
then let him in. In the case of the jumping, nipping puppy, the owner needs to
stand completely silent and still with hands out of reach so it is clear he or she is
not paying attention and is no longer playing the role of dog toy. Then as soon
as the puppy stands still for a second or two or, better yet, sits, the owner should
immediately give it a bite-sized treat, followed with several more in a row to
reward the continued calm behavior before the puppy has a chance to get up.

Timing is crucial. For the puppy to understand what it has done right, the
reinforcement must come while it is performing the correct behavior or at least
within 1 second or before the next behavior occurs. Then the reinforcement must
come frequently enough to maintain the behavior before the puppy reverts to
bad behavior. Most likely, the puppy has already had a long history of rewards
for bad behavior, so the reinforcement for the good behavior has to be frequent
enough and valuable enough for a new habit to form.

Cats and birds can also be taught. If the owner of a furry alarm clock wants a
peaceful morning, he or she has to ignore the cat’s meowing — that includes no
yelling — usually for 3 to 5 days in a row, and then feed the cat when it is quiet.
To change the routine of a screeching parrot, the owner must wait until the bird
is quiet or even cover its cage to remove visual access. Then when the bird is
quiet, the owner can let it out.

TRAINING THE OWNER
This all may sound simple to explain. But there’s some bad news and some

good news for clients. The bad news is that they have to be extremely consistent
or they may make the bad behavior even worse. Now the good news: They’ve
probably already been inconsistent, so the behavior’s not likely to get worse
once they consciously try to make a change.

How can inconsistency make the behavior worse? When animals first learn a
behavior, it’s easiest for them to learn if they get rewarded every time they per-
form it. Once they know the behavior well, it can be strengthened by a variable
schedule of reinforcement, in which the correct behavior is only rewarded some-
times. This puts an element of gamble into the game. Now the animal knows it
will get a reward just like humans know they’ll get a reward when they play the
slot machines in Vegas. The animal just doesn’t know which time or how long it
will take, so now when it doesn’t get its way right away, it tries harder or longer
or waits for its next opportunity.

(continued from page 792)
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If the new rules are unmistakable,
owners will see a clear change almost
overnight.
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Sometimes owners just aren’t patient
enough. For instance, Fido’s owners
may decide to lock him in the yard and
wait his barking out. Sometimes they
let him in within several minutes and
other times they decide to wait it out
but give up and let him in after 5 or 10
minutes of barking. Whereas in the
past, he might have given up after just
several minutes of barking, now he
knows that if he tries harder and barks
louder, they’ll eventually let him in.
Now if they want to break the cycle,
they have to wait for even longer peri-
ods of time.

Bad behaviors are made even more
complicated by the fact that animals
don’t immediately give up their old
behaviors even when these old behav-
iors are no longer being rewarded.
Rather, animals go through an extinc-
tion burst, in which they first engage in
the behavior even more. So if an owner
is trying to ignore his or her dog when
it jumps up, it may at first jump even
more than usual because jumping has

worked so well in the past. And if the
owner ignores the dog sometimes and
rewards it accidentally at other times,
the jumping behavior can become even
more strongly ingrained because the
reward is on a variable schedule of
reinforcement. In a similar vein, once
the owner rewards the dog for sitting
enough times during the first training
session and the dog has calmed down
and is sitting consistently, the owner
shouldn’t expect the dog to be perfect
the next time it greets someone. Most
likely, the dog will exhibit spontaneous
recovery and try to jump again because
it remembers the old behavior and that
it might still be successful. If the owner
does reward the jumping, the inappro-
priate behavior will be reinforced.

CONCLUSION
The need for consistency throws a

wrench into many pet owners’ training
plans, but luckily, when owners are
finally consistent, they can change
many undesirable behaviors quickly. VT


