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Premack Theory 

The Premack Principle states that high-probability behaviour reinforces low-probability behaviour.  That 
means that a preferred activity can be used to reinforce a less favoured activity.  The principle is often 
considered in teacher/parent/human behaviour situations, such as ‘If you clean your room you can go and 
play outside’ or, ‘eat your vegetables and you can have dessert’. 

How does it relate to dog training? 

High-probability behaviours are what the dog wants; low-probability behaviours are what you want.  To 
apply the Premack Principle in real life, we need to think of all the things in daily life that a dog wants 
(natural re- enforces). This high probability behaviour can include eating kangaroo droppings, chewing 
grass, investigating smells, swimming at the beach, having his tummy tickled etc.  For any of these high-
probability activities to be used as a re-enforcer, it has to be something the dog wants at that particular 
moment. 

 A few examples: 

 walking on a loose lead (eating vegetables) gets you to the park for off-lead runs (the ice cream); 
 a short loose lead walk gets you a pee on the next lamp post; 
 give me attention and you can go and sniff that new smell; 
 sit still and the back door will open; 
 stop barking for the car journey to continue. 

How we teach it: 

The exercise we tend to use Premack for is getting/keeping the dogs attention whilst we teach it focus 
around us and other distractions such as dogs.  

- Hold dogs lead loosely, let them feel comfortable. 
- Do not call dogs name, whistle, or use hand signals. 
- You can move from side to side or walk around in a slow steady small area 
- The moment the dog looks up at you, immediately MARK the behaviour and treat. 
- Do this EVERY time the dog chooses to look at us. 

This teaches your dog to focus on you and you condition them to watch you rather than the distractions 
that are affecting them.  

In summary, by employing the Premack principal in training we can teach a dog to actively choose to 
perform tasks he may not want to do because it pays off in the end with an activity he does want! 
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