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By Grey Stafford, Ph.D.

or those of us who love and work with animals, what
PM:better way could there be to convey information than
! by telling interesting animal stories. So to discuss
the complexities of successfully managing aggressive
behavior using only principles of positive reinforcement,
let me introduce you to “Joe”—one of the most intriguing
animals I've evermet.! Like any animal, Joe undoubtedly
started with a lot of promise. However, as is often the case
with young and naive creatures, a combination of novice
trainer errors and inconsistent behavior consequences
turned his youthful mouthing into serious hand biting.
Soon labeled a “problem animal,” Joe’s opportunities for
success became increasingly limited. Not surprisingly,
being left alone more often than not only made matters
worse when people did come into contact with him.

[ first met Joe about a week before he became my
responsibility. Stories about his aggressive behavior history
had been circulating around the local training community,

" the ‘bright red line painted around his enclosure
-ationing visitors to stay back did nothing to dispel those
rumors. You may be wondering why anyone would invest
time and energy in an animal that had clearly developed
dangerous behaviors. What gluttons for punishment
would agree to bring this animal into their lives, much less
introduce itto others as part of an animal-human interaction
program? Some might think the answer to Joe’s problems
would be to castrate, break out the prong collars, dominate
through force, or even euthanize him. Fortunately, none of
these options were considered, nor would they ever be. You
see, Joe was an 1l-year-old, 300 pound bottlenose dolphin
just hitting his prime.

Proactive not Reactive

So the question remains: How do we reduce or even
minate aggression in all its forms, from mild to severe?
3 is only possible when we commit to training with
positive reinforcement. Period. There are plenty of
"s. who insist that “controlling” aggression requires
ninating (ie, punishing) the transgressor. But you
vonder whether those same trainers have ever had
“emselves, their loved ones, or even their clients
'y of an aggressive animal that is two, three, or

*s their own size.

20

‘lity of using a dominance or punishment-

based training plan diminishes quickly in direct proportion
to the size, strength, and in Joe’s case swimming ability of
the animal in question. No matter how big or small, timid
or bold, wild or domestic the species may be, any training
strategy that is based on reacting to a problem behavior
after it has occurred is flawed from the get-go.? Besides, who
among us wants to be on guard, poised to pounce on our
own animals’ next missteps, 24-hours a day for the rest of
their lives?

A dependable aggression management plan is really
about aggression prevention. This proactive, positive
reinforcement-only ~strategy relies on three proven
behavioral concepts that build trust, reliability, and
cooperation: Desensitization, the Least Reinforcing Scenario
or LRS’, and Alternate Response Training. We used all
three of these techniques extensively as we prepared Joe
for his new home 4nd role.

The Indispensable Tool

For any animal, including Joe, desensitization is the
backbone of all successful behavior training. If that is not
currently the case in your home, work, or school...it should
be. Before we can train our pets to reliably perform any
behavior, it is important to prepare them for whatever
potentially scary related events, environments, people,
animals, or sensations may be associated with that behavior,
For example, teaching (i.e. reinforcing) a dog to sit calmly
in the presence of an unfamiliar set of nail clippers s a vital
first step to ultimately training reliable and repeatable nail
trimming. Quite simply, if trainers spent more energy each
day desensitizing their pets to all sorts of new sensations
and situations, there would be many more successful
behaviors and far fewer problems, including aggression.

Desensitization training does not need to be time
consuming. But it does require us to pay attention and
provide meaningful positive reinforcement to our
animal’s non-reactions to unexpected {continued on next page]
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experiences. These may include things like a tug on the tail,
loud or unfamiliar sounds, a random check of their gums,
ears, nose, oOr eyes, another animal or human passing by, or
someone holding onto a paw, or crawling into their space
as they settle in to nap. The list goes and on and on, day
and night. It is important to take advantage of learning

Sportunities like these, not just when it is convenient for

,ou, but when it is critical for them.

In Joe's case, while past training presented many
challenges, the most immediate was teaching him to allow
us to safely enter and exit his environment to get near him*
Dolphins are blindingly fast and incredibly powerful. So
encouraging him to remain calm at all times, especially
while we were in the water, was priority number one. We
achieved this by helping him associate our presence in and
out of the water and his relaxed cooperative responses with
all sorts of positive reinforcement. To ensure his success
and thereby increase our ability to reinforce, early sessions
tended to be short in length but very frequent. As a result,
within two months Joe successfully met his first human
guests while they all stood vulnerable in the shallow water
next to him.

The Toughest Thing for a Trainer to Do

The emphasis we placed on desensitization in every
training session allowed us to broaden Joe's ability to
succeed in any future situation by helping him to remain
calm even when things didn’t go as planned. Still, with
his aggressive history, we were bound to stumble onto a
~roblem from time to time. So we needed a productive

ay to deal with Joe anytime he displayed an unwanted
behavior, including aggressive precursors.

Fortunately, about 20 years ago, some clever marine
mammal trainers developed just such a training tool. The
technique was designed to prevent animals from becoming
frustrated to the point of becoming aggressive following a
below criteria (i.e, incorrect) behavior response. Like all of
us, these trainers didn’t want to accidentally provide positive
reinforcement for any below criteria behavior. At the same
time, they wanted to create a consistent, non-punishing
learning environment that would gradually teach animals
calm, appropriate ways to respond when ‘returning to the
trainer, even after a mistake. These trainers decided that the
solution was to ignore incorrect responses by using a three
second pause before the delivery of reinforcement upon the
animal’s return (e.g., no clapping, praise, food, toys, etc).
Their goal was to minimize all sources of reinforcement
in those critical few seconds immediately following the
incorrect behavior response. The reason? Responses that are
no longer reinforced eventually fade in frequency, intensity,
and duration.

This may sound simple, but it takes practice to learn
how to ignore an incorrect response, rather than rushing
‘n and fixing things immediately! And the mere presence

{ the trainer probably means the animals are still getting
minimally rewarded. Remember, this tool was developed
in a reinforcement-only environment. meaning hirmans

and animals had developed strong relationships and borids
of trust. However, the larger, long-term lesson learned
by the animals was that returning calmly and showing a
willingness to engage in the next behavior request would
be reinforced. Yes, you read that right. Following the three
second pause (and a calm, appropriate return) animals
were rewarded in some variable way, just as they would be
rewarded for any other successful behavior,

The trainers called this approach the Least Reinforcing
Scenario, or LRS. And for nearly a quarter century, few
behavior-training terms have caused as much of an uproar
as the LRS. Whatever you may think of the concept, the
LRS has demonstrably lowered aggression in the dozens of
species including canines that have been trained with it. In
working with Joe, we chose to respond to his sub-criteria

* responses with the LRS for three reasons. First, we didn't

want to accidentally reinforce any incorrect or unwanted
behaviors. Second, we did want to provide him every
opportunity to respond calmly, rather than with frustration
leading to aggression. And finally, as Ted Turner (the
behaviorist not the TV moguil) put it, “You can't spank [say
NO to] a killer whale”... or an Atlantic bottlenose dolphin,
either.

Prepare, Ignore and Encourage ...

As we've seen, greater use of desensitization training
prepares animals to handle new or potentially threatening
situations that might otherwise result in aggression.
The LRS gives trainers an alternative to correcting poor
behavior ‘criteria (i.e, punishment) in a manner that
positively reinforces relaxation and cooperation. These two
training tools combine to both reduce the likelihood that
future aggression or other problem behaviors will occur
and to minimize accidental reinforcement of unwanted
responses while discouraging trainers from intentionally
using punishment. The final ingredient in our proactive
aggression management plan depends on providing
animals the opportunity to choose success over failure.
Encouraging them to display constructive behaviors rather
than hostile ones is an example of Alternate Response
Training at its best.

With Joe, our problem was fairly simple—he was good at
biting people. And why not? He'd had a decade of rehearsing
hand swiping with his 80+ teeth and powerful jaws. So in
addition to preparing him for new situations by increasing
desensitization and ignoring incorrect responses with the
LRS, we needed a training tool that encouraged him to
display behaviors that were incompatible with aggression.

Luckily, Joe had several previously trained behaviors
including jumps and bows at our disposal. These reliable,
trained responses were an important part of our aggression
management plan because they had a reinforcement
history. And we worked every day to make that association
between our behavior requests and his immediate response
evenstronger by rewarding Joe’s success in fun and variable

ways. This meant that Joe was more likely to respond
withont hesitatinn ta these hehavinr reanacte whenawvar S
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For example, during a program Joe was sometimes
asked to line up his body in front of a few guests tanding
in waist high water so we could examine his streamlined
body, much like what would occur during a veterinary

1 If, during this behavior, Joe began to display any
aporessive precursor such as head bobbing, sinking, or
muscle tightness, the trainer could ask Joe to do something
else, such as swim to another portion of the pool (think of a
‘g0 out”in obedience training), touch the end of his snout on
abuoy larget, or take off on a dalphin jump. Each of these
choices got Joe (and his mouth) away from humans, thereby
preventing his frustration from escalating into aggression.
Completing the alternative behavior successfully meant
he could then be positively reinforced, despite showing
aggressive precursors only moments before!

The Future

Aside from his species, Joe’s tale is all too common for
countless pets. The good news is that with a proactive
fon management strategy that relies on positive
reinforcement training, success is possible. Even better, it
can improve both the lives of animals and their owners.
Whatabout Joe? A few years after leaving that facility I had
the opportunity to swim with him again. Happily, he had
continued to improve while spending more time working
and playing with his human caretakers and guests. And
though his journey ahead may always be more challenging
than foranimals without his aggressive history, Joe's future
I bright.
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