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Operant Conditioning

Operant Conditioning was developed by B F Skinner following I Pavlov’s experiments and research on Classical Conditioning.  It is the learning that is associated between behaviour and its consequence.  As it is a response that takes the form of a voluntary behaviour, it is aimed at receiving a reward or avoiding a punishment.

Operant Condition is the basic method of dog training through employing the four possible consequences to any behaviour and their results.  The four possible consequences are reinforcers or punishments and the results are either an increase or decrease in the subsequent behaviour.

The process can be defined as follows:

Reinforcement;

1) 
Something good is added, known as R+.

     
The behaviour is likely to be increased

2)
Something bad is taken away, known as R-


The behaviour is likely to be increased

Punishment;

3)
Something bad is added, known as P+


The behaviour is likely to be decreased

4)
Something good is taken away, known as P-


The behaviour is likely to be decreased

Positive reinforcement, R+, is the easiest to control as a trainer due to the behaviour being repeated if it is pleasant or not if unpleasant.

Negative reinforcement, R-, is harder to control, as the removal of the ‘bad thing’ requires careful management.  Traditional training of using choker collars, and ear pinching to teach retrieval, are examples of this and should be avoided.
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Positive punishment, P+, reduces the behaviour, the behaviour is punished - not the dog.  It is effective for stopping unwanted behaviour but needs a secondary reinforcer, i.e. a clicker or strong ‘No’ to be effective.

Negative punishment, P-, is difficult to control as the dog will respond by working harder to avoid the reward being taken away, i.e. removing the pleasure (reward) of being out, by going home when recalled.

As in Classical Conditioning a “bridge” or the delivery signal, acts as a secondary reinforcer as the dog learns that something he/she likes is about to happen.

Examples of operant conditioning in one of my dogs:

Falkor likes swimming in the sea, but grabs at flotsam whilst doing so.  

Last summer he caught a jellyfish that gave him a very nasty sting and an allergic reaction.

He now only grabs sticks or other resources that we throw in for him:

This conditioning can be defined as follows;

Grabbing anything floating (behaviour) has decreased 

Consequence (sting + reaction) was added

Operant Conditioning is P+

If he brings the resource back to me he receives the reward of it being thrown again:

Returning resource (behaviour) has increased

Consequence (he gets reward) is added

Operant Conditioning is R+

The consequences have to be instantaneous and clearly understood by the dog, to be associated with the behaviour and the rewards/reinforcers have to be sufficient to motivate the dog.  With my dogs, Falkor is the easiest to reward due to his food obsession; until it comes to trying to retrain him not to steal.  Holly, now 11 years old is a good example of ‘ being able to teach an old dog new tricks ’as we have recently taught her not to bark incessantly when Aunty Meryl and Beamish leave in the evening.  Brose is more difficult because food rewards are insufficient motivation, preferring play, appeasement and attention. 

By using positive operant conditioning techniques to modify unwanted behaviours, especially with rescue or traumatised dogs, we can ensure that they, and their carers, enjoy a fulfilling life for the rest of their days.  

