
Myth-Busting
Dominance Theory in

Dog Training

For decades, the idea that dogs
operate under a rigid
"dominance" structure—where
humans must be the "alpha"—
has been widely accepted.
However, modern behavioral 

science has debunked this outdated belief. Let’s break
down the myths and uncover the truth about how dogs
really learn and interact with us.

1. There is No "Alpha" in a Wolf Pack

The original concept of "alpha wolves" came from flawed studies on
captive wolves, where unrelated individuals were forced to live
together, creating unnatural aggression and competition. In reality, 
wild wolf packs consist of family
units with breeding parents (not
"alphas") and their offspring. If
anyone holds priority, it’s the pups
—they dictate the pack’s
movements and needs! This
misunderstanding of wolf behavior
has led to damaging myths about 
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2. Dogs Are Not Wolves: The Science of
Domestication

dog training which has caused tremendous damage to dogs and
people. Please educate people that the term "alpha" is incorrect and
replace it with pro-dog phrases like "team leader" or "dog parent". 

While dogs share a common ancestor with wolves,
they have undergone thousands of years of selective
breeding, creating genetic and behavioral differences.
Domestication has led to reduced fear responses,
increased sociability, and a unique ability to 
communicate with humans. Treating dogs like wolves ignores
these fundamental differences and leads to ineffective training
methods. If this interests you check out the Belyaev Foxes, in only
13 generations wild foxes were domesticated and fascinatingly
developed dog like traits!

3. Humans and Dogs Are Different Species—
Dominance Doesn’t Cross Species Lines

Dominance exists within a species when individuals compete for
resources. However, humans and dogs are entirely different
species, making the idea of a human being "dominant" over a dog
biologically incorrect. Likewise, dogs cannot be "dominant" over
humans because they do not see us as competing pack members—
they view us as social partners.Biologically dogs are dependent on
us for survival, injecting dominance into the relationship can only
trigger conflict. It is much more successful for all parties to focus
on cooperation and cohesion. 
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4. Wolves (and Dogs) Do Not Form Linear Hierarchies

The idea that wolves—and by extension, dogs—exist in a strict
ranking system is incorrect. Wolf packs function more like human
families, with roles based on cooperation rather than competition.
Dogs, being even further removed from this structure, form social
bonds based on learned behaviors and experiences, not rank. Dog
groups living in families construct fluid social structures not
dictatorships. If a dog household has a dictator situation, this will be
a precursor to inter household dog aggression: dog fights. No one
wants dog fights so it is of critical importance to teach dogs skills of
emotional self regulation and sharing! 

5. Social Dominance Theory Does Not Apply to Pet
Dogs

Social dominance theory is based on
competition for scarce resources. Pet dogs
do not live in a resource-scarce
environment; their needs are consistently
met by their human caregivers. Instead of
fighting for survival, dogs learn through
positive reinforcement, association, and
social learning—none of which require a
dominant/submissive dynamic. It is
however difficult for humans to let go of
the dominance concept as we do form
linear hierarchies in may social situations.
This projection causes harm to dogs who
are more emotionally intelligent than
many humans. 
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6. Dominance Theory Creates a Win/Lose
Relationship Instead of a Win/Win Partnership

Training rooted in dominance theory often
leads to a relationship where the dog “loses”
and the human "wins" by force, suppression,
or intimidation. Or it can lead to a cycle of
violence, where human "corrects" dog and
then dog escalates, which can cause severe
unwanted behaviors. In contrast, positive
reinforcement training creates a cooperative
relationship where both the dog and human
succeed. This results in a confident, engaged
dog rather than one that complies out of fear.
Two different worlds and in our view all dogs
deserve to live in a world that minimizes fear
and maximizes fun.

7. Dominance Theory Triggers Violence in Humans
and Stress in Dogs

The dominance myth has led to harmful techniques such as scruff
shaking, alpha rolling, and other "corrections." These methods
increase fear, stress, and confusion in dogs, often leading to
aggression. Scientific research has shown that dogs trained using
force-based methods exhibit more anxiety, avoidance, and reactivity.
In contrast, positive reinforcement builds trust and strengthens the
human-animal bond. Patience and kindness are our best human
traits. We can let dogs help us build our character for the better. 
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The Science of Cooperation

Dogs thrive in environments where they feel safe and understood.
Modern, science-based training focuses on communication,
reinforcement, and mutual trust. The outdated dominance model not
only misrepresents canine behavior but also damages relationships
between dogs and their humans. Recent studies have found that dogs
gazing at their human parents have the same part of their brain
activated just like children who love their parents. By embracing
cooperative, positive reinforcement-based training, we create
happier, more confident dogs and a stronger bond built on love—not
fear.
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If you want to shift your training from the dominance paradigm to
science based training, Courteous Canine, Inc. is here for you! Please
call 813-949-1465 or email LoveDogs@CourteousCanine.com today! 


