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1. Dogs learn by association (by emotional response) 
Learning by association is one way humans and dogs learn. The associations that are formed when they 
encounter different situations, interactions and stimuli affect the decisions made and their reactions to 
these and subsequent encounters.  
 
In Humans: As an example, when you meet someone for the first time, you form an association with  
that person – positive, negative or neutral. If you really enjoyed your interaction with that person, you are 
more likely to be happy to see them again, i.e. you have formed a positive association (or positive 
emotional response) with that person. If you found the person difficult to get along with, you might feel 
some dread at seeing them again – in this case, you have formed a negative association (or negative 
emotional response) with that person. There may be other persons whom you saw but did not interact 
with, in which case, you would have a neutral association with those people. 
 
In Dogs: Dogs experience the world in this way too, and they rely on learning by association a lot more 
than we do. They are constantly forming associations with people, objects, other animals, situations and 
stimuli that they encounter – and thus identify them as safe, unsafe or neutral; good, bad or neutral.  
These associations affect the decisions that dogs make and their reactions. 
 
For instance, a dog can form a positive, negative or neutral association with a leash, depending on how 
you have used the leash on your dog. If a leash predicts something safe and enjoyable e.g. a fun walk,  
the dog will love the sight of the leash because a positive association (positive emotional response) has 
been formed with the leash. However, if say, you only use a leash to tether your dog for a shower  
(which your dog dislikes), you would have formed a negative association (negative emotional response) 
with the leash which affects how the dog subsequently responds to the sight of a leash, e.g. he may  
avoid the leash or try to run away. Of course, if a leash has never been used for any interaction with  
your dog, then the leash remains as a neutral association. 
 
The implications are huge. It means that everything you do around your dog influences the  
associations he makes. 

 

 
2. Dogs learn by consequence (by doing) 

Humans and dogs also learn by doing and the consequence (i.e. result or outcome) arising from what 
they did then drive their subsequent responses. If “doing” something works in getting the dog or human 
what they want, they are more likely to repeat that action. If “doing” something does not work in getting 
the dog or human what they want, they are less likely to repeat that action. 
 
In Humans: Say, at work, you suggested an innovative change to the work flow process (i.e. you did 
something), which improved efficiency and hence increased profits. At the end of the year, you received 
a bonus payment (i.e. consequence) in recognition of the innovation you made. Since you like the bonus, 
it is likely that you would continue to suggest ideas for the company, i.e. in this case, “doing” something 
worked. 
 
 

THE TWO WAYS DOGS LEARN 
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However, if instead of a bonus, you received feedback from your manager that your suggestion caused 
unhappiness among the other employees and hence affected your performance review, you would be 
less likely to suggest ideas in future, i.e. in this case, “doing” something did not work. 

 
In Dogs: As an example, when you say your dog’s name, and he turns to look at you, and immediately 
you give him a yummy piece of food, he begins to learn that when he looks at you, something great 
(yummy treat) appears as a result (i.e. consequence). This makes it more likely that he would repeat the 
action of looking at you because looking at you works in getting him a yummy treat.  

 
But if your dog looks at you when you say his name, and you did not respond with yummy food or you 
were slow and only gave food when he was not looking at you, your dog learns that looking at you does 
not work at getting him what he wants, and he is less likely to repeat the action of looking at you when 
you say his name.   

 
In this way, dogs learn what works and what doesn’t, and they will repeat behaviours that work. 

 
However, in the case of dogs, the consequence must follow the desired action almost immediately, or else the 
connection between the two events (i.e. action and consequence), is lost. In the case of humans,  
the action and the consequence may be separated by some time and we would still be able to  
make the connection between the two events.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Overall Implications:  
 
The important point here is that to a dog, their world is safe/unsafe and works/doesn’t work, NOT 
right/ wrong.  Dogs do not have these abstract thoughts.  Dogs do not do things we do not like to 
get back at us or be stubborn or naughty. This is a myth.   
 
Dogs do what they perceive as being safe and works, and avoid what’s unsafe and what doesn’t work. 
If a dog barks at you to throw the ball and you throw it, he will do that again.  If you ignore the 
barking he will eventually give up and try something else.  He is not trying to be obnoxious, he is just 
doing what works.  If you ask a dog to sit and he does not sit, he is not being stubborn, you just have 
not taught him well enough yet.   
 
Dogs are dogs, not people. Remember your dog does best when he feels safe and if what he does 
(which is also what you want him to do) works for him. Make sure both of these conditions are met 
and you’re on your way to not just training your dog, but building a wonderful relationship and 
partnership with him! 
 
Here's a video by Urban Dawgs to illustrate "How Dogs Learn" 
 
 
Disclaimer: Animal behaviour is fluid and each dog’s training needs are specific to that individual.  
These training notes cannot guarantee results nor replace the need for a skilled trainer.  If you need help, 
please consult a credentialed, qualified force-free and fear-free training professional and/or behaviour 
consultant. 
 


