
Reconsidering the Dominance Model in Dog 
Training

History of the Hierarchy

A linear hierarchy was first described in chickens, resulting in the term "pecking order"
In the 30's and 40's a couple of short-term studies of wolf packs were performed and
these introduced similar ideas about hierarchies to help explain competition among
wolves over resources such as food, mates and choice sleeping locations.

What was not known at that time is that submissive behaviors, which help solve 
conflicts by lessening an opponent's aggression, are willingly offered by the more 
submissive animal, not forced by the top dog. And, interestingly, there is not one 
documented case of a normal mother wolf or dog "scruff-shaking" puppies.

In spite of the flimsy evidence, the concept of dominance was very catchy and trickled
down over the years into the dog training culture. Dozens of books and methods 
sprung up that admonished owners to be "leader of the pack" and warned of the 
misbehavior that would ensue if the dog was allowed to assume the "alpha" position.

The one long-term study ever done on dogs found their social organization to be much
more subtle. But the dominance concept continued to spread. Training methods that
relied heavily on aversives such as pain and startle, to motivate the dog used 
dominance ideas to justify the harsh techniques - one needed to put the dog "in his 
place."

Think Leverage, Not Dominance

In the last ten years or so, training methods have begun to be more strongly influenced
by the science of animal learning, with a resulting move toward fewer and fewer
aversives. The increased and more sophisticated use of rewards has allowed trainers
and counselors to solve problems and install obedience more efficiently than before 
and without confrontations of any sort.

A more useful way to think about modifying dog behavior is in terms of leverage, rather 
than dominance. Paying attention to and taking control of what the dog wants -
attention, walks, food, access to the yard, access to other dogs and smells on the 
ground, door opening services, play etc. - and providing them for desired rather than 
undesired behavior, will achieve a well-trained dog as well as positive associations with 
both the training process and trainer.
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