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There are many different training methods out there, and each has its pros and cons. Today, I want to talk
specifically about the use of remote collars (also known as shock collars or e-collars).
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Today’s remote collars are a far cry from early versions. Many brands now have a very wide range of shocks (called
“stimulations” by collar users), which can range from virtually unnoticeable to intensely painful. “Good” remote
collar trainers use the collars primarily as negative reinforcement. What that means is that the dog learns to comply
immediately in order to turn off a painful, uncomfortable, or annoying sensation. While this is a far cry from the
early days of remote collar use, when dogs were hurt at high levels for noncompliance (a training technique called
positive punishment, for you geeks out there), it’s still not a pleasant way to learn.

So, how would someone use a remote collar? Let’s use a recall (come when called) as an example. The trainer would
start by asking the dog which level of stimulation was the right one. This is done by putting the collar on the dog
and, starting at one, increasing the level until the dog displays a change in behavior. This level is then the one used
for initial training, although the trainer may adjust the level up or down depending on a variety of factors. The dog
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should not be displaying significant signs of pain or distress at this level (no yelping, head shaking, or fight/flight
reactions).

Once the “appropriate” level of shock is determined, the trainer will teach the dog to turn off the shock. This can be
done in a variety of ways, but usually involves repeated stimulations (tapping the remote over and over rapidly)
until the dog moves towards the handler, at which point the shocks stop. The dog learns that his or her behavior can
make the sensation stop.

While remote collar training can certainly be effective (if it wasn’t, it wouldn’t still be around), it is not a
technique that I recommend. So, what are the common problems with remote collar use?

My biggest concern with the use of these collars is that, used according to modern training directions, there is no
way for the dog to avoid shock entirely. The first “tap” of the collar is given simultaneously with the
command. While the dog can quickly turn off the sensation by complying, there is no time or way for the dog to
entirely avoid all shocks. The dog is only able to avoid future shocks, not the initial one. This necessarily sets up a
stressful learning experience.

But what if the collar isn’t used simultaneously with the command? What if, instead, the trainer only begins tapping
the remote after the dog has had a few seconds to respond? While this training method would avoid the above issue,
it creates other problems. Don’t forget, Pavlov is always on your shoulder! If the recall command is repeatedly
followed by an uncomfortable or unpleasant stimulus, you will quickly condition your dog to feel
dread when you call. This process is called classical conditioning, and it’s powerful stuff. We call cues that are
associated with icky things like this “poisoned” cues, and research shows that changing the association with a
poisoned cue is a very long-term, difficult process. Once your dog has associated a word with something unpleasant,
they will always have that memory in the back of their mind when they heard the poisoned cue in the future, even if
future repetitions of the cue have only been associated with nice things. By the way, this same process happens if
you use a warning tone or vibration before (and eventually even in place of) the stimulation.

Speaking of emotions, my second concern has to do with the quadrant of learning theory that remote collar users
employ: negative reinforcement. In negative reinforcement, the dog learns to do something in order to stop an
unpleasant thing. The primary emotion associated with negative reinforcement is that of relief. People
feel this too! Consider doing your taxes, shoveling the driveway after a big snowstorm, or loading the dishwasher.
The biggest reward for completing these tasks is the sensation of relief when you’re done. The tasks are not
enjoyable in and of themselves, but you feel better when they’re completed because you’ve removed the pressure of
the need to act that’s been looming over you.

Compare this to the emotion that positive reinforcement causes: joy! Which would you rather have your dog feel
when you call him? When trained with positive reinforcement, the recall cue becomes a tiny reward in
and of itself. Dogs feel a little jolt of happiness when you call, because they’ve associated the recall over and over
with very pleasant things happening. Dogs who are trained with negative reinforcement, such as remote collars, feel
a strong compulsion to move towards you when you call them, followed by a feeling of relief once they are in motion
towards you. That’s not the same, and it’s not what I want our relationship to be based on. That’s not to say that
dogs trained with remote collars can’t have lovely relationships with their owners – they can! In fact, training of any
sort will begin to build a relationship, regardless of methods used. But my opinion is that positive reinforcement
works the very fastest and best to build strong, lasting relationships based on mutual respect and understanding.
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Finally, remote collars can cause fear or aggression issues. This comes back to that classical conditioning
we talked about before. If you repeatedly use the collar to call your dog away from people or other dogs, for
example, your dog may come to associate the uncomfortable sensation with the what he sees (dogs or people) rather
than with his behavior. If he’s looking at another dog every time he hears the warning beep or gets “tapped,” he’s
going to come to associate other dogs with this, and his behavior towards other dogs is likely to change. In fact, this
is such a common situation that the AVSAB has released a position statement warning about these risks, and
advising that e-collars are never used in dogs who have any history of fearful or aggressive behavior.

But, aren’t remote collars necessary in some situations? What about if your dog lives near a busy road or has a
history of chasing livestock? Aren’t e-collars more reliable than positive reinforcement alone? This is one of the
most common excuses I hear for using remote collars. Luckily, this question has been studied, and the results were
quite conclusive. Positive reinforcement training works every bit as well as remote collar methods in
teaching a reliable recall, even for dogs who have a history of chasing livestock. Furthermore, dogs trained with
positive reinforcement methods showed fewer signs of stress, such as yawning and tense muscles, and had lower
salivary cortisol levels three months later upon visiting the training center. If you feel that you need to use a remote
collar to achieve a reliable recall, you likely need a better trainer and better management tools, not a remote collar.

Ultimately, I believe that remote collars are a step up from previous compulsive methods of training dogs, such as
using a long leash attached to a slip or pinch collar. But that doesn’t mean that they’re the best method out there, or
even a good method, and before using one I would strongly advise you to do your research. Reward-based
methods work, even with strong, hard-headed, and highly predatory dogs. In fact, they work really well for all
animals, with fewer potential side effects. They can work for you, too.
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Brenda Negri | March 31, 2016 at 8:21 am | Reply

I’ll never condone the use of any collar like this. There are so many other ways to work with a dog than
using pain based training methods.

ri | March 31, 2016 at 9:17 am | Reply

Reblogged this on DogSentials and commented:
Brilliant and succinct explanation of how using remote collars is a a slipper slope.

Pat Beyersdorf | March 31, 2016 at 11:28 am | Reply

Thank you for sharing your views on this controversy. It confirms my numerous observations at the local
dog park, and I couldn’t agree more.

Gerry Glauser | March 31, 2016 at 12:41 pm | Reply

On “poisoned” cues, you’re assuming too much. Of course it can happen, but if a dog fails to respond to
your first command, calling him again but with a very terse voice he finds very unpleasant fits your same
criteria. In the other direction, a warning tone used alone can cause a “poisoned” cue by itself. The point
here is that any analysis must be based on both the exact details of what you do, and also how the
particular dog responds. While some cases are fairly clear, others cannot be determined from an
armchair.

You also said: “Once your dog has associated a word with something unpleasant, they will always have
that memory in the back of their mind when they heard the poisoned cue in the future, even if future
repetitions of the cue have only been associated with nice things.”

Yet there are so very many examples in a typical lifestyle that deny this, where you seem to imply one
mild negative is more persistent than many contradicting positives. If that were the case, one could
never teach a dog any game, where the dog might initially fail several times. So, yes, the “memory” may
still be there, but it’s often of little consequence (unless adaptive traumatic memory, but that’s a
different story).

However, it is generally true in a practical sense that mistakes made while using shock collars are more
consequential than mistakes during positive reinforcement (and generally true for all punishment
against reinforcement). Also, one might actually say that it is generally easier for a dog owner to learn
and use a shock collar incorrectly, then them learning and using positive reinforcement correctly.
Certainly not better, but easier, and that’s part of the draw.

As for fear or aggression issues, of course it can cause them (or not), but so can so many other things.
I’ve seen many scared dogs simply tell another dog they are scared, and get hit or otherwise corrected by
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the owner, so they stay quiet until ready to attack. Far more common than from e-collars.

However, what about boundary e-collars, where the people are either unwilling or unable to train the
dogs to remain in the area confinement? There, it’s nonsense to speak of what “should” be done, as it
simply won’t happen. Instead, the dog were first taught “positively” to stay in the yard, then after they
understood the desired behavior, an electronic fence for just a few weeks caught their mistakes and
applied enough inhibition, that they remained fine three years later.

Or the case of a habituated activity which is so intense that implementing positive reinforcement is not
practically possible. While not common, it does happen, and every positive-only trainer will fail. Where
the key is to first condition the desired behavior without the activity stimulus present, then apply a
sufficient startle to invoke an attending response only. Once the bad activity is momentarily stopped and
you have the dog’s attention, positive reinforcement then becomes possible. In some cases, only the e-
collar has provided enough of a startle (although a dozen others were first tried).

So, while I generally agree with you, some situations aren’t as clear as you related, there are practical
limitations which enter into this, and cases where positive reinforcement alone is not possible. There do
exist good arguments against most uses of e-collars, but many that have been presented appear to
contain factual errors.

Pat Beyersdorf | March 31, 2016 at 1:21 pm | Reply

I have always believed dogs are smarter than people… and in my next life, if i should come back as a dog,
I would choose an owner who wouldn’t electrocute me for convenience sake :)
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