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Leadership and Your Dog, Part 2: Build a Crazy Great 
Relationship with Your Dog 

─ Or, What Your Dog Wants You to Know About Her Needs 
─ Or, What About Punishment and Discipline? 
─ Or, Is Positive Reinforcement Frooofy? 

 
 
 

Author’s Note, 2018: When I first wrote this article years ago, it was for my 
students who expressed frustration and worry about their challenging dogs—
who were also often “difficult” breeds (e.g. German Shepherds). Many 
informational sources had advised them to become “alpha”—and so they 
resorted to techniques such as rolling their dogs on their backs, pinning 
them, restricting food and water, using painful training equipment, and even 
biting them on the nose! They feared their dogs were out of control (or even 
aggressive), and felt that the relationship with their dogs could not be 
changed without force and punishment. I do not write this in judgment; I’ve 
done a few alpha rolls and scruff shakes in my lifetime—before I learned a safer, kinder—and even more 
effective—way. 

If you’re here because you have a challenging dog, your dog is out of control, you want to start off on the 
right foot with a new dog, or simply want to better you and your dog’s relationship, read on.  

 
 

The techniques in this article work 
well for realizing peace and 
harmony in all sorts of dog-
human relationships, establishing 
the human as a kind, benevolent 
leader, and raising a dog that is a 
joy to live with. 

This is a three-part article. All three parts are available in the library at www.goldstardog.com. 
 
Part 1: What’s Wrong with Me and My Dog? 

─ I feel like my dog wants to be the boss! 

─ Is it dominance? 

─ What IS the problem? 

o Understanding how dogs operate and learn 

o The four main reasons dogs do things humans hate 

Part 2: Build a Crazy Great Relationship with Your Dog 
─ So what can I DO about my dog’s behavior and build a crazy-awesome relationship with my dog? 

o Three key concepts for the human—including how this all translates to a training approach  

o Understanding punishment and discipline 

Part 3: Deb’s List of Attitude-Adjusters and Relationship-Builders 
─ My list of attitude-adjusters and relationship-builders—practical, applicable advice for day-to-day life with 

your dog 
─ Things you can do every day to have a respectful, well-behaved, happy dog 
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RECAP…Part 1: What’s Wrong with Me and My Dog? 
Key learning points from Part 1 include: 

1. It’s not dominance. The issues you may be having with your dog—from not coming when called, to 
guarding his/her stuff, to even fearful and aggressive behavior—are not dominance-driven.  

2. Then what is the problem?  In my work with dogs and humans, these are the four most common 
reasons why dogs act in ways that humans don’t appreciate: lack of training, unclear (or inconsistent) 
guidance, lack of exercise and mental stimulation, and fear- and stress-related issues. 

3. So, what does all of this mean for you and your dog? Your dog is not an anarchist. Your dog is not 
out to get you. Your dog is not stupid or untrainable. Dogs communicate and can be communicated 
with (hence, there’s hope!).  

What can I do about my dog’s behavior?  3 critical concepts your dog needs you to know. 
Creating change in your relationship with your dog (especially an older pup or adult that has been doing things a 
certain way for some time) can take time and effort—but it can also be FUN and the pay-off is WELL worth it. First, 
let’s cover three concepts about how we live with, relate to, and educate our dogs.  

1. Dogs Have Needs  
We need to provide what our dogs need. The bare minimum is food, water, vet care, and a safe place to live. We 
also need to provide much more. As noted in Part 1 of this series, we also have a responsibility to teach/train them, 
give them our time and companionship, offer consistent rules and messages, and provide exercise and mental 
stimulation. If they are burdened with worries and fears, we need to seek out ways to address the underlying issues 
in positive, non-punitive ways.  

The more successful we are in meeting our dogs’ needs, the easier they will be to live with. 

2. Dogs Communicate 
Dogs and humans communicate in very different ways. Understanding how dogs communicate allows us to better 
understand how they interpret the world; view us and others; and learn, cope, and fit in. Thus, it’s important for 
humans to be able to read basic dog body language. Dogs can’t say “I hate this bath” or “I’m happy being here”—at 
least not verbally. But, they do tell us with body language and vocalizations. Reading your dog’s body language 
may help you understand how your dog is experiencing the training approach or equipment you are using—thus 
giving you an opportunity to assess how the approach is impacting your dog. Reading body language will also help 
you comprehend your dog’s understanding of, and reaction to, a given situation. Want to know more about how to 
read dog body language? Check out the resources at the end of this document. 

Learning to read our dog’s body language gives us critical information straight from the source—
information we can use to teach our dogs; react to issues we are seeing; and deepen our relationship 
with, and understanding of, our dogs. 

3. Re-imagine the Dog-Human Relationship as Based on Deference, NOT Dominance 
How we think about our relationship with our dogs, and what sort of leadership style we choose, impacts how we 
educate our dogs and how we react to the way they behave. For decades, dominance theory defined the healthy 
dog-owner relationship—and it was a guiding principle for many dog trainers. In a way, this theory has shaped the 
way many people relate to their dogs—as a black and white, clear-cut relationship of alpha and omega. Regardless 
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of the issue—from a dog that didn’t sit on command, to a dog that guarded its food, to even a dog who was 
fearful—people were told that if they were their dog’s boss (and the dog knew it), these issues would disappear. 

I’ve offered a few excellent reads about the history of, and basis for, dominance theory at the end of this article, but 
in short, dominance theory is based on observations of behavior among captive wolves in the 1930s and 1940s. 
Like with many scientific endeavors—early findings often are revised as our knowledge grows and scientific 
methods change. The early studies on wolf behavior were limited to captive wolves in unnatural conditions and also 
misinterpreted several key pieces of how these packs functioned and communicated—believing that wolves sought 
social status through aggression and intimidation. And, these faulty assumptions were then incorrectly extrapolated 
to domestic dog relationships and then to dog-human relationships. More recent studies of wolf behavior paint an 
entirely different picture of wolf behavior (which is good for wolves—but there is still much debate if domestic dogs 
can even be compared to wolves anyway). “Fights for status or control are notoriously rare among wild canids, 
including wolves. The same is true for humans. Unless the situation involves abnormal or severely stressed social 
conditions (e.g. famine, war, too many individuals and too few resources), most human social interactions are 
structured by negotiation and deference to others, rather than by violence. The same pattern holds for dogs. In 
short, in both dog and human interactions, violence is often a sign that something has gone wrong.” (Overall, 2012). 

And so, we tried to assert dominance—we alpha-rolled, leash-corrected, and even growled in their faces. Rolling 
and pinning a dog only teaches him that you are one crazy, unpredictable human! Roll and pin the wrong dog, and 
you may just get bitten in the face. “The dominance approach creates an atmosphere of fear, and competition 
between humans and pets which can gradually ruin a relationship.” (Yin, Traditional Dog Training vs Leadership 
without Force). 

Theory aside, this approach has created many unfortunate misconceptions about how we should relate to, and 
train, dogs. At worst, it has justified abusive training techniques based on force and intimidation. More specifically, 
my issues with dominance theory are that it: 

 Reduces the complex, dynamic, and fluid relationship between dogs and between dogs and humans to a 
vastly over-simplified construct that leaves no room for context and that roots the players in rigid, hierarchical 
positions and puts them at odds with each other. 

 Explains a wide range of problematic behavior as due to one root problem (lack of alpha). With this view, all 
problems are nails—with only one tool to remedy them—a hammer.  

 Does not take into account a dog’s needs, motivations, learning processes, or emotional (like fear or anxiety) 
responses. 

 Has spawned some very destructive, ineffective, and dangerous advice—justifying the use of forceful, painful, 
heavy-handed methods and training equipment.  

Dogs engage in complex, dynamic, ever-changing, sometimes subtle (and sometimes not!) communication with us 
(this is where being able to read dog body language comes in handy!). They are social beings that live in family 
units—where working together, keeping the peace, and understanding and responding to communication signals 
are important to survival. Thus, we want to think of dog-human relationships not in terms of alpha dogs and 
underlings where the alpha dog has gained his position by force and violence…but instead in terms of deference 
and respect. “In deference-based systems, hierarchies are fluid and flexible depending on context and the 
information received within it…Interacting with a dog is not about having dominion over the dog. It’s about signaling 
clearly to the dog and being reliable so that the dog learns to take its clues about the appropriateness of behaviors 
from you...” (Overall, 2012). 
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Yes, this way of living with your dog involves observation, understanding, and consistency. It means thinking 
through the desired outcomes, finding ways to communicate these to the dog, understanding how to motivate and 
engage, and being consistent with rewarding those desired outcomes. However, this approach can be a powerful, 
transformative way of living with your dog. 

Leadership is not about being alpha or being a pack leader, or dominating our canine companions. It 
is not about physical confrontation and force. It is about being a clear, consistent, benevolent teacher. 
You have a choice in the leadership style you choose to use with your dog. What will you choose?  

Elephant in the room…what about punishment? (Or, “won’t this make me a doormat?”) 
Punitive methods (and equipment used in a punitive way)—meant to “correct” behavior—may give the false 
impression of a quick-fix. And while effective levels of force and punishment may in fact suppress unwanted 
behavior, the risks for side effects are high. I liken it to putting a stopper on a can of soda and shaking it. Yes, you 
may keep the soda from spewing all over the place, but the soda is still bubbling away in the confines of the bottle, 
and if the force of the stopper is not enough, what happens—an explosion. Imagine the same for a dog—armed 
with big teeth and fast reflexes. Punishment can actually cause some dogs to seem willful and stubborn, and even 
aggressive if they feel like they need to defend themselves when punished—when what these dogs are actually 
feeling is frustration, confusion, and/or fear. 

On the flip slide, using treats and other things your dog likes to train our dogs have no side effects. Delivering treats 
is much easier than doling out punishment—and carries no risk of physical or emotional harm. 

And what about “balanced training”? This type of training uses both punishment/corrections and positive 
reinforcement. While it may seem attractive because it sits in between correction-based training and positive 
reinforcement training, all of the same fall-out and negatives we’ve talked about so far are still there—and they are 
not mitigated or removed because rewards are also being used. Moreover, the combination of the two techniques 
may confuse the dog even more—creating a situation where the dog does not know when it’ll be punished or 
rewarded…sounds pretty nerve-wracking, huh? 

The truth of the matter is that some dogs are resilient enough to endure correction (although I would argue that they 
will never enjoy it—nor enjoy working with the person who delivers it). But, so many others (what I call “softer” or 
more sensitive dogs, and those who have had abuse or neglect in their pasts) experience significant stress and fear 
from these methods. Then there are those tough independent dogs who will FIGHT back when these methods are 
applied to them (and then the human must increase the force/pain….and you can see a devastating spiral here). “In 
many cases where it [punishment] is metered correctly it serves to suppress behavior only temporarily though. 
Especially when it is not paired with rewards for appropriate behavior and when the underlying emotional state and 
cause are not addressed. To the viewer immediate suppression may look like a cure. Watch closely to see if the 
dogs look like they are happy (ears forward, head and tail up, body relaxed, smile face) to be behaving well, or if 
they look suppressed and fearful (tail down, tense, avoiding eye contact, ears back or out to the sides, they look 
sleepy or move slowly, etc.).” (Yin, The Dominance Controversy), Here’s where being able to read body language is 
an important skill—how is your dog responding to the way you have chosen to discipline? 

If my dogs do some something that shows they understand and are abiding by the rules, and/or showing deference 
to me, I reward them—immediately and every time (it may not always be food as a reward, but I always 
acknowledge it with vocal praise or a scratch on the ear). If they are doing something that goes against a rule or 
guideline I have set (such as jumping on a human), there is a consequence. A consequence is immediate and 
emotionless (never done in anger or frustration), related to the infraction (for attention-seeking behaviors like 
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jumping, the consequence is removing my attention or removing the dog from the social situation), and very much 
calibrated to the dog’s temperament (a soft, sensitive, or fearful dog may need much less of a consequence than 
one who is independent, confident, and resilient). A consequence is anything the dog finds unattractive; some 
examples of consequences could be NOT getting a treat or praise, being removed from a desirable situation (time 
out), or the withdrawal of my attention. For my life with my own dogs and for my training practice with clients, there 
are many humane and effective consequences—but it never involves pain or force.  

Why positive reinforcement training? 
Science-based, or positive reinforcement training, offers us much kinder and more effective way to address issues 
with our dogs—without the side effects of dominance- and punishment-based methods.  

 Anyone can train a dog using positive reinforcement methods. You do not need to be strong enough to 
physically overpower a dog, and you don’t have to be a bully. 

 Every dog (regardless of age, breed, background) can be safely and effectively taught with positive methods. 

 There’s no behavioral fall-out—force-based methods have a real risk for making the dog worse or even 
creating aggressive/fearful behaviors. When you start with force, and that initial force doesn’t work, all you can 
do is continue to escalate the force…and who wants to go where that may end up? 

 Using the dog’s motivation and natural learning strategies to engage him—and there are many fun, effective 
ways to do this! 

 Building trust with your dog—and having a dog who wants to work with you and be with you—and loves to 
learn. 

 Addressing underlying issues means true changes in behavior—not merely masking or suppressing the 
issues. 

 

Wait, this all sounds pretty froufrou…  
 Just because you aren’t using force or pain, you are not trying to dominate your dog, but instead you are 

reading (and reacting to) your dog’s needs and body language, you are building communication and a two-
way relationship, and using rewards to shape the behavior you want—does NOT make you a doormat.  

 You are still in charge. Think about it. You control your dog’s access to resources. You set the schedule. You 
determine the house rules and what is acceptable behavior. You decide the consequences for poor 
behavior. You make the training plans. You basically make all of the decisions in your dog’s life. You are not 
LOSING control by being a benevolent, gentle leader who chooses relationship- and positive-based 
methods. You are instead choosing to teach dogs in a kind but also highly effective way that capitalizes on 
how they really learn, and function—and takes full advantage of that knowledge. 

 Positive does not mean permissive! There are always rules and guidelines for behavior. I expect my dogs to 
respect my space—they do not jump on me, push me out of the way, or grab things from me. I expect my 
dogs to respond to my cues/commands (but I have put the time into teaching them those commands and 
practicing them so they become habit).  
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Learn more about dog body language and dog safety 
Talks/Lectures: 

o Attend one of my “Woof! What is the dog saying?” lectures on body language (offered throughout the 
state year-round; see the schedule: https://www.goldstardog.com/woof 

Recommended Websites 
o Doggone Safe: http://doggonesafe.com 
o Stop the 77:  http://stopthe77.com/ 
o Pet Professional Guild, Canine Advocacy: https://petprofessionalguild.com/Canine-Advocacy 

Recommended Books 
o On Talking Terms With Dogs Calming Signals (Turid Rugaas 
o Canine Behavior: A Photo Illustrated Handbook (Barbara Handelman) 
o Canine Body Language: A Photographic Guide Interpreting the Native Language of the Domestic Dog 

(Brenda Aloff) 
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NEXT UP… Part 3: Deb’s List of Attitude-Adjusters and Relationship-Builders  
Part 3 of our 3-part leadership series covers: 

o My list of attitude-adjusters and relationship-builders—practical, applicable advice for day-to-day 
life with your dog 

o Things you can do every day to have a respectful, well-behaved, happy dog 
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