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The Unseen Costs of Crate Training and Praise-Based 
Reinforcement: A Study of Confinement in Mammals and Its 
Impact on Puppies 
Introduction 

Crate training and praise-based reinforcement have become mainstream practices in 
modern dog ownership, touted as necessary tools for instilling discipline and ensuring 
safety. However, a closer examination of these methods - particularly in comparison to 
studies on caged mammals such as zoo animals, aquarium-held marine life, and even 
human inmates - suggests a far more complex reality. 

While many dogs appear to tolerate or even "enjoy" their crates, is this truly a sign of 
comfort, or is it learned compliance born from necessity? Similarly, while praise is often 
seen as a positive reinforcement tool, when overused, it can condition dogs to seek 
external validation instead of developing natural, confident decision-making skills. 

By analyzing how confinement affects mammals across different species, we can better 
understand the potential long-term effects of crating and praise dependency in our own 
dogs. If prolonged restriction and external control lead to stress, anxiety, and behavioral 
modifications in other species, should we not apply the same scrutiny to our canine 
companions? 

The Psychological Toll of Confinement 

Crate training mirrors many of the behavioral consequences seen in confined mammals. 
Studies on zoo animals, marine mammals in captivity, and even human prisoners reveal 
common psychological and physiological responses to restricted environments, 
including: 

• Stereotypic behaviors such as pacing, spinning, excessive licking, or self-
mutilation—coping mechanisms exhibited by many confined animals. 

• Learned helplessness, where an animal ceases attempts to escape or control 
its environment after repeated exposure to inescapable confinement. 

• Dependency on external validation, seen in both captive animals and 
prisoners who conform to survive rather than displaying natural behaviors. 

Parallels to Zoo and Aquarium Captivity 

Animals in artificial enclosures often exhibit stress-induced coping mechanisms. Big 
cats in zoos pace along the edges of their enclosures, dolphins in marine parks engage 
in repetitive movements, and orcas suffer from dorsal fin collapse due to lack of 
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movement and social deprivation. These behaviors are not indicative of an animal's 
natural state but rather a response to environmental restriction and sensory deprivation. 

Similarly, crated puppies may show: 

• Paw licking or chewing - a sign of stress and frustration often mistaken for self-
soothing. 

• Spinning or frantic scratching - behaviors resembling the pacing of caged 
animals. 

• Excessive barking or whining - attempts to regain control over an environment 
they cannot escape. 

Comparing Puppies to Prisoners 

Research on the psychological effects of confinement in human inmates provides 
further insight into the consequences of restricted movement. Studies show that 
individuals subjected to long-term solitary confinement exhibit increased anxiety, 
depression, and sensory processing deficits. Prisoners often experience: 

• Heightened startle responses, similar to the hyper-vigilance seen in crate-
trained puppies who are suddenly freed. 

• Social withdrawal, akin to the behavioral suppression seen in dogs who lack 
proper social exposure. 

• Reduced cognitive flexibility, which mirrors the rigidity of behavior in dogs who 
struggle with decision-making outside of crate environments. 

Dogs may not conceptualize confinement in the same way as humans, but they 
experience it physically and emotionally. Puppies who are over-crated learn to be still 
not because they feel secure, but because movement and protest are ineffective. Over 
time, they internalize this loss of agency, leading to subdued or overly compliant 
behaviors - often mistaken for "good behavior" when, in reality, they may be exhibiting a 
form of psychological suppression. 

Praise as a Control Mechanism 

While praise-based reinforcement is often considered a positive training method, 
excessive reliance on praise can create a dependence on external validation rather than 
fostering genuine confidence and problem-solving abilities. 

Comparisons to Caged Mammals 

1. Orcas in Captivity - Trainers use food and verbal praise to elicit behaviors, 
conditioning these animals to perform unnatural acts. Over time, orcas in 
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captivity become entirely dependent on external cues, losing much of their ability 
to think independently or interact naturally. 

2. Lab Monkeys and Behavioral Experiments - Studies on primates demonstrate 
that when animals receive consistent rewards for tasks, they continue seeking 
validation long after the reward is removed, often exhibiting increased stress and 
frustration when it is withheld. 

Similarly, puppies conditioned to obey solely for praise and external approval may: 

• Struggle with decision-making when not given direct guidance. 

• Exhibit anxiety or distress when praise is withheld, leading to attention-seeking 
behaviors. 

• Fail to develop intrinsic motivation, relying on human cues rather than their own 
instincts. 

A well-balanced dog should not need constant approval to function. Instead, they should 
learn through natural experiences, indirect feedback from other dogs, and exposure to 
real-world scenarios - not just conditioned responses to human praise. 

The Role of Free Movement in Canine Development 

At Just Behaving, we advocate for a math professor approach to puppy raising - one 
that emphasizes structured guidance, natural learning, and freedom of movement. 
Unlike the gym coach method, which relies on rigid rules, micromanagement, and 
external reinforcement, our approach fosters: 

• Self-regulation - puppies learn to settle and rest based on environmental cues 
rather than forced confinement. 

• Problem-solving abilities - free movement allows puppies to navigate the world 
at their own pace, rather than waiting for human direction. 

• Social confidence - adult dogs serve as natural mentors, shaping puppy 
behavior far more effectively than crates or excessive praise. 

Why Movement Matters 

In nature, young animals learn through exploration and imitation. A wolf pup follows its 
pack, a lion cub watches its mother hunt, and a young deer observes herd behavior. 
Restricting a puppy's ability to move and interact with the world disrupts this natural 
learning process, forcing them into an unnatural state of dependence. 
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When puppies are crated excessively, they do not learn self-regulation - they learn 
containment. When dogs rely on constant praise, they do not learn resilience - they 
learn dependency. 

The Unspoken Effects of Crate Training and Praise Dependence 

If we view crating and praise-based reinforcement through the lens of captive animal 
behavior, the risks become evident: 

1. Crates limit experiential learning, just as zoo enclosures limit natural behaviors. 

2. Praise fosters dependence, just as marine mammals in performance settings 
lose autonomous decision-making skills. 

3. Over-managed environments create artificial compliance, rather than fostering 
truly well-adjusted, confident dogs. 

Many dog owners mistake compliance for confidence, failing to recognize the long-term 
effects of over-crating and excessive praise. True confidence is developed through 
experience, indirect learning, and natural exposure to the world - not through artificial 
control mechanisms. 

Conclusion 

The widespread acceptance of crate training and excessive praise should be 
reevaluated in light of what we know about confinement in other species. Puppies 
should not be confined for convenience, nor should they be conditioned to perform for 
approval rather than understanding. 

By drawing from research on captive mammals, we see that a more naturalistic, 
mentorship-based approach - one that allows puppies to learn through structured 
freedom, not confinement - aligns far better with the needs of a growing, intelligent dog. 
The goal should be a confident, independent companion, not one conditioned to accept 
limitations that serve human needs at the expense of their own well-being. 

Just Behaving stands for raising dogs the way nature intended - through leadership, 
structure, and real-world learning, not crates and conditioned praise. 

 


