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Why use a Clicker? 

A click is more powerful for training than a spoken word because it is not a sound heard by the 
animal in other circumstances. It means one thing only: a reward is coming because of what you 
did when you heard the click. It can be produced instantly and at the exact moment a behavior 
occurs. Even a very quick and subtle behavior, the twitch of an ear for example, can be clicked. 

Unlike our voices, which can say the same word in different ways, and so express different 
emotions or meanings each time, the click sounds the same every time it is heard; its meaning 
never varies. Humans are highly verbal creatures, but our pets are not. It can be difficult for 
them to pick out a single word from the stream of meaningless words they hear us speak every 
day. The click’s meaning, however, is always clear. It is always directed at the animal, and it is 
always good news. 

The clarity with which a click enables trainers to communicate with their animals has a profound 
effect on their relationships. Their level of interaction increases, and trainer and animal become 
more interesting and fun for each other. 

 
Why is Clicker Training Effective1? 
 
When an animal intentionally performs a behavior in order to bring about a desired 
consequence2, as clicker trained animals do, they are learning in a way that researchers call 
“operant conditioning.” 
 
Animals (and people) may also associate an action, event, place, person, or object with a 
consequence, whether pleasant or unpleasant. The more a certain event or environment is 
paired with a particular consequence, the stronger the association. This type of learning is 
called “classical conditioning” and represents reflexive or automatic behavior, rather than 
intentional behavior. 
 
While clicker training initially employs classical conditioning, it quickly becomes operant 
conditioning as soon as the animal intentionally repeats an action in order to earn a reward. 
Training through operant conditioning results in purposeful behaviour, while training through 
classical conditioning results in habitual behavior. 
 
The difference between an animal that behaves with purpose, rather than by habit, is vast. 
Clicker trained or operantly conditioned animals try to learn new behaviors. They remember 
behaviors even years later because they were aware of them as they learned them, rather than 
acquiring them without awareness. They develop confidence because they have control over 
the consequences of their actions. They are enthusiastic because they expect those 
consequences to be pleasurable. 
 

What if Your Dog Doesn’t Obey the Cue? 

Clicker trained animals want to perform behaviors for which they have been rewarded in the 
past. If they understand the meaning of the cue and desire the reward, they will perform the 
behaviour. If they do not perform the behavior, do not assume that the animal is “disobeying.” 

Instead ask yourself the following questions: 

1. Does your dog know the meaning of the cue? 
2. Does your dog know the meaning of the cue in the environment in which it was first taught, 

but not in the environment in which it was given? 
3. Is the reward for doing the behaviour sufficiently desired by your dog? 

After answering those questions, the clicker trainer revises the training process to be sure that 
the animal knows the meaning of the cue in all environments, regardless of distractions, and 
feels rewarded for the behavior. 

                                                             
1
 Karen Pryor, 2006: http://www.clickertraining.com/whatis  

2
 Consequence - The result of an action. Consequences frequently, but not always, affect future behavior, making the behavior more or less 

likely to occur. The five principles of operant conditioning describe the potential results. 


