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On Behavior
Reinforcing Fear: Why the Debate?

Pia Silvani, CPDT

Rational Thought vs. Emotional States

 When we say that an emotion (e.g., fear) can be rein-
forced, we are confusing two completely different types of 
learning: classical and operant conditioning. As you know 
as a trainer seeking to elicit behaviors, operant conditioning 
is about obtaining a behavior and following it with a con-
sequence. Operant conditioning focuses on an interactive 
reward-punishment structure with a particular goal or 
outcome. The dog does not necessarily need to be relaxed 
or alter its behavior. For example, if you are attempting to 
get your dog to target an object by using shaping through 
successive approximation, you are going to reward the dog 
for the appropriate behavior by using a marker, followed 
by a reward. If the dog is not performing the appropriate 
behavior, there is no reward. You are not focusing on 
the emotional state of the dog. The dog can be aroused 
(sometimes a good thing) or frustrated (not uncommon for 
crossover dogs). Further, you are not focused on changing 
the emotional state of the dog. You are simply focusing on 
teaching a behavior.  

 Emotional responses are more easily influenced through 
classical conditioning. This is because cognitive abilities are 
impeded by neurochemicals that ready the body for fight or 
flight during times of high emotion. To react to something 
that is a danger (i.e., the scary event) your heart rate has to 
increase so that you have enough blood to your brain while 
your legs are running! This is achieved by those neuro-
chemicals. While this is going on, you are in pure reaction 
mode, incapable of a more rational thought. 

Is Behavior Operant or Classical?

The word “behavior” seems to confuse many trainers.  >

Long ago, I sat at seminars hearing the same comments 
repeated over and over.  “Do not give your fearful dog 
attention or you will reinforce his fear.” “Do not tell 

a fearful dog ‘it’s okay’ since you are giving him praise or 
permission to be fearful.” “Never pick up a fearful puppy 
or small dog since you are reinforcing his fear.” “Do not pet 
a dog that is fearful since you are rewarding his fear and he 
will become more fearful.”  

 I must admit I did believe that if you pet your dog 
during a fearful period, he would become more fearful.  
This is what “they” told me. Never wanting to close the 
door to anything new, I decided to listen, use some critical 
thinking, and sit back and decipher how I felt about it—
while also researching the topic and talking to the experts.   

What is Fear?

 Before deciding if fear can be reinforced, what actually 
is fear? Is it a behavior or an emotion? According to Dr. 
Patricia McConnell, fear is a basic emotion that all living 
beings deal with. “Fear is a system that helps to keep us 
safe; it is genetic. Our ancestors had it, or we wouldn’t be 
here. It is complicated, primitive and all over the place.”  
(McConnell, 2006) When asked if fear is really that basic, 
she chuckled and said “No, if it only were!” Fear is only 
one kind of emotion, and emotions are the result of brain 
chemicals, learned associations, and genetics. “Emotions 
are messy” according to John Ratey (2001).  

 Fear is complex since there is an interplay of emotions 
and physiological responses (Reid, 2000).  In order to thor-
oughly study fear in animals, we need to identify the trig-
gers that cause the animal to react. However, “fear in ani-
mals is inferred by observing the behavior of the animal in 
response to a potentially harmless stimulus and assessing 
related physiological response.” (Wright, et al 2005), (King, 
et al 2003), (Salzen, 1989), (Gray 1987)

 Animals’ brains have a larger amygdala and a smaller 
cerebral cortex than humans. Since the amygdala modulates 
emotion, and the cortex governs rational thought, we can 
assume that animals feel emotions on a much more intense 
scale than we do. They are also not able to process rational 
thought in the same way that we do. It follows then that 
rational thought, which is suppressed in humans by the 
neurochemicals that are released during fearful episodes, 
are completely shut off in animals. (Lindsay, 2000)

 Is fear a necessary emotion?  In the wild, fear is an adap-
tive behavior and serves to help animals survive. Most 
living beings are hard-wired to respond to dangers in order 
to survive and/or avoid injury. The expression of fear is 
linked to emotions and is not always under our control. The 
key words are “emotions” and “not under our control.”
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undesirable behavior. Basically, what you are doing is 
providing reinforcement for a different behavior and not 
providing reinforcement for the old behavior (Tarpy and 
Bourne 1982). The dog is taught to engage in an entirely 
different behavior than it did in the past. 

 With both types of counterconditioning, it is critical to 
keep the dog under threshold at all times to avoid setbacks. 
Basically, I tell clients to “train”-- don’t “test.” It is important 
to differentiate between classical and operant countercon-
ditioning when dealing with behavioral changes. Emotions 
drive behavior. If we can change the emotional state of the 
animal first, behavioral changes should be easy.

 Laboratory examples of counterconditioning involve 
mostly food. Yet, others may use activities such as play to 
successfully treat anxiety, fear, and anger. (Spiegler and 
Guevremont 1993). Dr. Daniel Tortora (1998) argues that 
play should be used as often as possible over food when 
treating distress or anxiety since play is more emotionally 
incompatible with fear than eating.  

 Dr. Pamela Reid has used play with her own dog that 
exhibited extreme fear when going through an automated 
car wash.  She found that after several repetitions of playing 
with her dog, the dog’s fearful reaction decreased greatly. 
He did not become more fearful as a result of her playing 
with him. However, when she gave the dog his favorite 
treats, it had no discernible impact on his fear. The dog still 
exhibited anxiety and shivered. (Wright, el al 2005) Note 
that neither food nor toys, i.e., reinforcement, made his fear 
worse! 

 Play obviously would not be the treatment choice for 
dogs if they do not play with their humans. Many of you 
may argue, and rightfully so, that the dog enjoys play but 
is so fearful it cannot play. However, we can have the same 
argument about food.  If a dog will not play and will not eat 
in the presence of the fear-provoking stimulus, we have no 
starting point. This is the time when I recommend seeking 
the help of a veterinary behaviorist since it is obvious that 
the fear is extreme, if not bordering on phobic.

Beliefs vs. Logic

 There is reluctance in using classical counterconditioning 
when dealing with emotional behaviors since many feel 
that the undesirable behavior will be reinforced and that 
soothing the dog will reward timid or fearful behavior. 
However, studies reveal that it is difficult to operantly 
condition anxiety-related behaviors (Aloff, 2001, Miller, 
2001, Price 2001).

 Logic also tells us that it is difficult to punish or rein-
force involuntary or reflexive behaviors.  Let us look at a 
few other examples:

 If your dog is afraid of loud noises, such as thunder, and 
you decided to give him a scratch behind the ear and a little 
hug should he run to you in a panic, you are not rewarding 
his fear.  If your behavior calms the dog down, then the dog 
obviously did not become more fearful.  You helped change 
his emotional state. If the dog is phobic [continued on next page] 

The key to remember is that behaviors can be learned 
through conditioning (operant), association (reflexive, i.e., 
salivation, elimination), or emotions (classical, i.e., fear, 
arousal, excitement). When trainers discuss behavior, they 
immediately think of operant and focus on consequences. 
While this is partially true, reflexive behaviors fall under 
the category of classical, not operant, and have nothing to do 
with reinforcement from an operant standpoint. Bob Bailey 
reduces complicated academic definitions of behavior to 
“anything the animal does” and that would include both 
behaviors resulting from classical conditioning or operant 
conditioning. Thus, it bears remembering that “behavior” 
isn’t only what we as trainers purposefully train. Classical 
conditioning produces behaviors as well. However, the 
difference in behaviors produced by operant and classical 
is critical to understand. How are they learned?

 There are times when unwanted behaviors, such as 
aggression and avoidance, just to name two, are symptoms 
of an underlying emotional state, such as fear. These 
emotions are influenced by classical conditioning: The dog 
has learned to make an association that triggers a fearful 
reaction and that fearful response causes the dog to behave 
by hiding behind the owner or lunging and growling, both 
very clear behaviors. Unless the dog has grown up isolated 
from the world, you can do quite a bit to help a dog get over 
its fears and, thus, change behavior. When we attempt to 
change or alter behaviors that are classically conditioned, 
we attempt to reduce negative emotional behaviors and 
replace them with positive emotional behaviors. We want 
to improve the dog’s emotional state and change the fear 
response. (Wright, et al 2005)

 So, let us take a closer look at the debate by looking at 
ways to help dogs overcome their fears. Countercondi-
tioning is one of the most popular ways to help animals 
change their emotional and behavioral responses. There 
are two types of counterconditioning that we use: classical 
counterconditioning and operant counterconditioning.  

 Classical Counterconditioning – A feared stimulus is 
presented to the dog and linked with something pleasant. 
The goal is to replace the anxiety or distress response with 
that of being calmer. When we look at classical countercon-
ditioning, we are not concerned about what the animal is 
“doing” at the time. The objective is to change the emotion, 
not the behavior. For example, a dog might be fearful of 
another dog, resulting in growling, barking, panting and 
more. If the neutral dog is presented at a comfortable 
distance from the dog enough times (typically used with 
desensitization), the dog’s fear should begin to switch.  
The dog has made a new association over the old one. The 
neutral dog is no longer a threat. Instead, it produces some-
thing good. If the dog expects something good at the sight 
of the other dog, the emotional state should switch. As a 
result, the growling, barking, and panting should begin 
to subside. I recently used petting as a means of changing 
the emotional state of a dog since play and food was not 
motivating enough for the dog—touch was.

  Operant Counterconditioning – Our focus is 
to condition a behavior that is incompatible with the 
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or and an ear scratch or hug does not help, then what you did 

really does not make a difference. The dog remains the 
same emotionally—not worse, not better.

 If your dog is fearful in a particular situation and sud-
denly freezes, and you give the dog a massage or attempt to 
sooth him by using a calm tone of voice, perhaps by saying 
“it’s okay,” and the dog begins to relax, you will not increase 
his level of fear nor will the dog become more stiff or frozen 
the next time he is in the same situation. It will not increase 
the frequency of freezing. This is what reinforcement does, 
correct? Reinforcement increases behaviors. Instead, the 
dog may be put in the same situation again and look to 
you for guidance. Your calm tone relaxes the dog. This is 
more powerful than any reinforcement given since you 
are changing the emotional state. Classical will win over 
operant.

 My Golden Retriever, Chester, was extremely thunder 
phobic. He paced, drooled, panted, hid, quivered and 
trembled, sweat from his footpads and, at times, expressed 
his anal sacs when we heard very loud cracks of lightening 
(all reflexive behaviors). He would jump up on my bed. I 
told him to get off; he would snuggle up to me. I told him to 
go lay down; he hid in the closet. I let him be. I didn’t want 
to “reinforce” his fear by interacting with him.

 During one storm, he was absolutely beside himself 
and started to chew on his paws.  Enough was enough. As 
tears rolled down my cheek, I felt that I did my poor dog a 
disservice by making him suffer as long as he did.  I went 
with my gut and invited him up onto the bed, gave him 
a deep muscle massage and as the pounding of his heart 
slowed down, the drooling stopped and his eyes closed, I 
gave him a hug, kiss, and told him how sorry I was.  I bought 
him a new bed, put it in the closet and filled it up with his 
toys. As the years went on his fears subsided. He would lie 
next to my bed and actually sleep during a storm.

Respecting Animal Emotions

 In conclusion, it is time we start to look at our pets as 
living beings with emotions. They need empathy, care and 
touch, especially when fearful. I do not believe the earth is 
flat because this is what the experts have proven through 
various studies.  There might be some of you that still debate 
that, which is fine. Studies have been done on this topic as 
well, with good evidence that you cannot “reinforce fear.”  
But, if you feel the earth is flat or want to believe you can 
make a dog more fearful by petting it, I suggest you give it a 
try before you stomp your feet and tell me I’m nuts. A little 
bit of love and affection should make you feel better! 
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