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Counterconditioning 
 
What is counterconditioning? 

You may recall an experiment that a Russian scientist named Pavlov performed with a dog. Simply stated, 
he rang a bell prior to feeding the dog and before long the dog began to salivate upon hearing the bell. The 
anticipation of food following the sound of the bell caused the automatic salivation response in the dog. 

 
The general idea behind this experiment has come to be known as Classical Conditioning. When we use the 
term “Counterconditioning” it simply means that by using the classical approach of association, trigger 
leads to good stuff, we are teaching our dogs that those things they previously thought of as threatening 
(the trigger) may actually mean the opposite (leads to good stuff).  

 
When should we use counterconditioning? 

Many otherwise perfectly lovely dogs will react negatively when they see or hear: 

 Another dog(s) 

 People they don't know 

 Children  

 Thunder  

 Doorbells  

 Cars/trucks/bicycles 
 

Some dogs, while not reacting negatively, are just far 
too excited when they experience those things. You may be able to get past the lunging, barking, growling, 
panting, and excitement using counterconditioning behavior modification techniques. 

 
How does counterconditioning work? 

In order to counter condition, you must demonstrate repeatedly to your dog that the presence of the thing 
that incited him is also the trigger event to getting food, his favorite toy, or whatever it is that completely  
and utterly floats his boat. Food is, generally speaking, the easiest of these to use. Most dogs respond 
favorably to food, it being necessary for survival, and a dog can only eat if he is calm - the key ingredient to 
success.  

 
For example, if you have a dog who behaves aggressively toward other dogs or is otherwise overly 
dramatic about the presence of another dog, your goal should be the automatic response from your dog to 
look at you, because he knows part of his daily food is on the way.  
 

Training: 

The Four Things You Need: 

 A hungry dog 

 Some mouth-watering-drop-what-you're-doing-and-feast food 

 A Zen-like approach to your dog's behavior 

 Patience (see previous item) 
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The Hungry Dog: Many people think of food rewards as "treats.” When working with your dog, 
whether training a “Sit” or conditioning a response, don't think of the positive reinforcement (the 
food) as a treat. Instead, think of it as part of your dog's daily caloric intake. We suggest you don't feed 
your dog his regular meals at home in the quiet confines of your kitchen with his special bowl. Instead, 
take your food with you when you walk him, and feed him for good behavior. You work for your food, 
he can too. If he's hungry, he's far more likely to pay attention to you (the source of all food) than he is 
if his tummy is full. 
 
What kind of food? You're asking your dog to do something that is very difficult for him, so make it 
worth his while. He may eat kibble at home, but out there on the street where the world is scary and 
things are unknown, make him glad to be a part of all that - other weird dogs and all - and bring along 
some high value food.  
 
Zen and the Art of Conditioning: Remember, your dog isn't behaving badly to irritate you. He may be 
genuinely concerned for his safety. He just needs to find out there is another way. Be patient with him 
and don't take it personally. It sometimes takes weeks to see any kind of change, and months to see 
the light at the end of the tunnel. You're actually changing his emotional response to a given stimulus, 
and that takes time.  
 
A human example would be something like this: you're afraid of flying, and bite your nails every time 
you get onto a plane. If someone yelled at you every time you bit your nails, you would still be afraid of 
flying (you would also be furious with that certain someone). If, however, someone gave you thousand 
dollar bills (or chocolate - you choose) every time you got onto a plane, your emotions would slowly 
undergo a change, until eventually you'd love flying.  

 
Put it into Practice: 

Now you're ready for your encounter with whatever life tosses your way. But first, give the dog a 
chance to succeed. Start with a controlled environment and a willing friend with a willing dog. 

1. In the controlled environment of your home, practice getting his attention by saying his name 
and feeding him. Now, having practiced getting his attention at home, take it on the road. Try 
him out in a few different locations and when you think he's pretty reliable you can start to 
introduce other dogs into the scenario. (Please review our Attention handout.) 

2. Preferably, work with a friend whose dog is reliable (meaning a dog who doesn't get bent out 
of shape when she sees another dog). Arrange to walk the two dogs in a location where you 
will "come upon" the other dog.  
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3. Remember to do this when he is hungry and bring along something very high in value to him 
(some suggestions include: cooked chicken, turkey hotdogs and cheese chunks). Keep his leash 
slack. A tight leash signifies tension, and tension will heighten his concern. 

4. When you see your friend and her dog approaching, say his name and start feeding him. What 
he is doing doesn't really matter, though it's a great bonus if he can eat. But do it even if the 
chicken is making a pile on the floor. Allow more distance between the dogs and try again. 

5. As soon as the other dog passes, stop feeding him. Food only comes out in the presence of the 
other dog and it leaves when the other dog leaves. If he's hungry, it won't take him long to 
positively anticipate the arrival of another dog.  

6. Repeat this process, introducing different dogs as he habituates to one dog and then another. 
 

Training Tips: 

 Be aware of his "tolerance area.” Learn the minimum distance he can tolerate between himself 
and another dog before he "goes off.” Don't push him past that distance in the beginning. Get a 
good positive response from him on a consistent basis before you work at shortening the distance. 
This will take time. Remember, your patience with the process demonstrates your skilled 
leadership to him. Good leaders instill confidence, and confidence replaces the need to react.  

 If you accidentally push him past his boundary and he begins to react, don't yell at him, grab him, 
or otherwise show a big physical reaction. Simply move away with him quickly. 

 He will acclimate quickly to your friend's dog. As he becomes comfortable with one dog you will 
need to introduce a new dog into the scenario. After many trials you will be ready to encounter 
unknown dogs. Remember, you've been practicing with dogs who will not react to him. Out there 
in the world you may encounter a dog across the street that reacts just as badly as your dog. Be 
prepared with your treats and stay cool. 

 
Advanced Training and Application: 

At this point your dog should be expecting food when another dog appears. You can now introduce 
Operant Conditioning. That is, asking for a behavior before he gets fed. This can be attention or "Sit" or a 
lovely game called "Find It." (Please review our Sit and Find It handouts.) 

 Practice attention exercises, “Sit” and "Find It" with him. In 
a nutshell, you are going to reward him with a delicious 
treat every time he looks at you.  

 Additionally, the benefit to "Find It" is that when he is 
following the path of the treat along the ground, his eyes 
are downcast. This comes in handy in the presence of 
another dog because direct eye contact is a powerful trigger 
for most dogs. It is a confrontational posture in the dog 
world. Most dogs find it either challenging ("Oh yeah, and 
your mother wears a pinch collar!"), or threatening ("Oh 
geez, oh geez, he's looking at me. What am I supposed to 
do? ARF! Stay back!”). 

 
You are now a reliable and skilled leader and your dog is seeing 
other dogs as the key to getting his daily meals. Congratulations, he 
is now looking to you for coaching when life throws him a curve ball. 
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Other Scenarios: If your dog reacts to doorbells, trucks, or the sound of a sliding glass door, you can take 
the aforementioned techniques and adapt them to your circumstance. Assume your dog likes to go into an 
altered state when the doorbell rings. 

 Record the doorbell sound so that you can have it at your fingertips. Alternatively, you can pull the 
doorbell sound off your smart phone. 

 Is your dog hungry? Do you have your extra-special-delicious treats at the ready?  

 Put him in a room where he will be comfortable. Ignore him for a few minutes. 

 Play the tape at a VERY low level while you feed him, play with him, or distract him with his 
favorite form of attention. Practice for several minutes, then take him from the room and ignore 
him again. You are setting him up to look forward to these sessions. 

 Wait a few hours and repeat the process, this time raising the sound level just a bit. 

 Continue this pattern and start using different noises, moving the sound origin around, and trying 
it out in different rooms or maybe even a different house.  

 
Your goal in these and other instances is to generalize your dog's response to whatever stimulus sets him 
off. Over time, when your dog's response is reliable, you can add some nice behaviors to his reaction, such 
as your dog sees another dog, he looks at you and sits. Or he hears the doorbell and goes to lie down on 
his bed. But before you train, you have to have his attention. Counterconditioning can be an effective way 
to ensure that your dog will look to you when life intrudes on your otherwise blissful existence. 
 
Other Protocols: There are other protocols (behavior modification tools) available to teach animals how to 
get used to something they are concerned about, including Behavior Adjustment Training (BAT) and 
Constructional Aggression Treatment (CAT). Both of these techniques rely on a type of conditioning to 
“scary things” to elicit an alternative non-fearful response in your dog. 
 
For example, space is often very reinforcing for a dog who is afraid to approach a scary object (please 
review our Defensive Aggression handout). BAT and CAT training teaches a handler/dog team to create 
“time to assess danger.” The dog is then rewarded with the “choice” to move away from danger (often 
initially backed up with food or a toy). Therefore “safety” becomes the primary reward.  
 
We recommend a behavior consultation with a qualified dog trainer to learn how to use these highly 
effective training methods. 

 
Training Resources: 

Marin Humane Society’s Behavior & Training conducts various training classes. Sign up on our Behavior & 
Training page for the next available class series. 
 
We also provide Dog Training Instructors and Consultants available for private training or consultations 
(on-site or in-home) at 415.506.6280 or OhBeHAVE@MarinHumaneSociety.org. 
 
Remember to license your dog (It’s the LAW)!  If your dog gets lost, a license tag on your dog’s collar is the 
fastest way to reunite you and your dog. Even if your dog is microchipped, a license tag is immediately 
visible and doesn’t require a scanning device to read. For more information about licensing, microchipping, 
and other services provided by the Marin Humane Society, visit us at MarinHumaneSociety.org or stop by 
at 171 Bel Marin Keys Blvd, Novato, CA. 
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