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The Reactivity Loop: What's
Really Happening in the Brain
Module 1 establishes the neurobiological foundation of leash reactivity for a general

audience.



When Your Dog Explodes on the Leash

Your dog loses it completely. A skateboard rounds the corner, or another dog appears a block away,

and suddenly your well-mannered companion transforms into something unrecognizable—barking

hysterically, lunging hard enough to choke themselves, sometimes spinning in place or freezing solid.

This is leash reactivity, and it's far more common than you'd think. What triggers it varies wildly

from dog to dog: other dogs, skateboards, people in hats, plastic bags, moving bicycles. The specific

stimulus doesn't matter as much as understanding what's actually happening. This is not your dog

making a choice to be bad. It's not dominance, power-struggling, or a training failure. It's a 

neurobiological response to perceived threat—a response the dog isn't choosing any more than you

choose to flinch when something flies at your face.

The reactive behaviors themselves look different depending on the dog. Some bark until they're

hoarse and pull so hard they choke themselves. Others whine, spin, or lunge in frantic cycles. Some

freeze completely, planting their feet and refusing to move. In severe cases, a dog might even redirect

that panic-fueled energy onto the leash or the handler's hand. But underneath every variation sits the

same broken mechanism: the dog's internal alarm system has misfired, treating a harmless stimulus

as genuine danger.

Here's where most people go wrong. You see the dramatic behavior and assume the dog is being

disobedient or deliberately difficult. You think if you just yank the leash harder, use stricter

corrections, or force them to face the scary thing repeatedly, they'll get over it. This assumption cuts

right to the heart of why leash reactivity so often gets worse instead of better. Punishment and forced

exposure don't fix a misfiring alarm system—they confirm to the nervous system that the trigger

really is dangerous. Every correction, every yank, every forced encounter teaches the dog's brain that

threats are real and defenses are necessary.

The shift that changes everything is understanding reactivity as a brain and body event, not a

character problem. Your dog's amygdala has detected something resembling danger and launched

the fight-flight-freeze response before conscious thought even had a chance to engage. When you

understand this, you understand why your obedience training disappears during these moments.

You understand why correction doesn't work. And you understand what actually does: emotional

rehabilitation, not obedience training. The threshold concept gives you the map for how this works.

A dog has a threshold—the point where their ability to cope tips into full alarm mode. Below

threshold, they're uncomfortable but still present, still able to think and listen. Above threshold, the

thinking brain goes offline and the survival machinery takes over completely.
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Frustration, Fear, and Self-Reinforcing Reactivity

Scientists and trainers have developed different theories about what drives leash reactivity, and

honest people disagree. The frustration model says reactivity stems from social dogs desperate to

reach another animal but physically restrained by the leash—the barrier itself creates the explosion.

The fear/anxiety model pins it to threat perception: the dog genuinely perceives danger and reacts

defensively. The self-reinforcement model focuses on how the behavior gets locked in: the dog

reacts, the trigger moves away or passes, and the nervous system learns that the reactive behavior

caused the trigger to disappear. All of these have evidence backing them, and the truth may involve

elements of all three.

The self-reinforcing loop is especially worth understanding because it shows how reactivity deepens

over time. Your dog barks and lunges at another dog across the street. The other dog passes, or your

dog's behavior succeeds in creating distance. The nervous system doesn't think "oh good, my dog

succeeded." It thinks "my reactive behavior made the threat go away." That association—reactive

behavior equals safety—stamps itself deeper with every repetition. Before long, the behavior becomes

a locked pattern, harder to shift with each cycle. Meanwhile, something equally important happens:

your dog's prefrontal cortex—the part that handles impulse control and emotional regulation—loses

capacity under stress. A dog already anxious or over-aroused has less regulatory power available for

the next trigger. Each reactive episode leaves them more vulnerable, more primed, more reactive than

before. This creates a vicious cycle where the dog becomes worse with time, not better, as triggers

accumulate.

Despite their theoretical disagreements, serious behaviorists and trainers across different camps agree

on the fundamentals: reactivity is not a deliberate behavioral choice. The debate is really about

what's driving the response, but everyone using evidence-based approaches has abandoned

punishment and correction. Different treatment approaches will emphasize different priorities—a

frustration-focused trainer might focus on management and redirection; a fear-focused trainer

prioritizes desensitization and counterconditioning—but all of them center on addressing emotional

state, not fixing obedience compliance. This alignment matters because it means even when experts

disagree about the "why," they agree on the path forward: you must shift how the dog's emotional

and nervous systems perceive the trigger.

The Amygdala as Hair-Trigger Smoke Detector

Deep in your dog's brain sits a small structure called the amygdala, and it's the part that keeps your

dog alive when danger is real. It lives within the limbic system, a cluster of ancient brain structures

that handle fear, motivation, memory, and emotion—the parts that have kept mammals surviving for

millions of years. What makes the amygdala remarkable isn't its complexity; it's its speed. It doesn't

wait for you to think things through. It doesn't consult your rational mind. It detects a pattern-match

to something that might be threatening and triggers a response within milliseconds.
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Think of it like a smoke detector. A smoke detector doesn't investigate whether there's an actual fire.

It doesn't pause to consider the context or ask questions. It detects a change in air composition and

sounds the alarm. That's exactly how the amygdala works. The moment it registers something

resembling threat—another dog, a fast-moving stranger, a bicycle around the corner—it cascades a

signal through your dog's entire body. This isn't happening at the level of conscious decision. It's

happening at the level of pure mechanism, and it's happening before the thinking brain even knows

what hit it.

When the amygdala sounds its alarm, the sympathetic nervous system activates automatically. Heart

rate spikes. Attention narrows. Blood gets redirected to muscles. Adrenaline floods the system. The

entire body mobilizes for the fight-flight-freeze response—a cascade of changes designed to protect

your dog from immediate danger. All of this happens within milliseconds, before the prefrontal

cortex—the part of the brain responsible for impulse control, decision-making, and emotional

regulation—has meaningful input. This is the mechanism that explains why your perfectly trained

dog becomes completely inaccessible during reactivity. The thinking brain would recognize the

trigger as safe or manageable, but the alarm system got there first and locked the doors.

Stress makes this worse. A dog already anxious or over-aroused has even less regulatory capacity

when the next trigger appears. That prefrontal cortex, already running on reduced power from the

previous episode, loses even more ability to inhibit the alarm signal and think things through. One

reactive episode begets another, and another. The cycle compounds. But here's what's remarkable:

neuroscience has literal evidence of this mechanism. When researchers did MRI studies comparing

aggressive dogs to non-aggressive controls, they found structural differences in the brain itself. The

reactive dogs showed decreased prefrontal cortex volume and increased amygdala volume—more

threat-detection machinery, less equipment for inhibitory control. They also showed reduced 

hippocampus function, the structure that helps encode contextual emotional memory. The pattern is

clear: more alarm system, less ability to regulate it. This isn't a training problem. It's a hardware

problem.

Research Debates on Fear Versus Aggression Circuits

You'll find disagreement among neuroscientists about exactly how fear and aggression mechanisms

work. Some researchers emphasize fear as the primary driver, with aggression as a defensive

secondary output. Others argue that fear and aggression operate more as separate systems that can

work independently or in different combinations. The debate is real, and honest researchers maintain

robust disagreement about which mechanism emphasis is correct. But here's what matters: none of

this disagreement changes the fundamental picture.

Every serious researcher agrees that the amygdala is where the alarm system lives. Everyone

acknowledges that in some dogs—through genetics, early experience, or both—the alarm has a

sensitive trigger and a loud bell. Some dogs' amygdalas sound off at the smallest sign of potential
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threat. Others have higher thresholds and more measured responses. The variation is real and

significant, but the mechanism is consistent. How researchers frame the interaction between fear and

aggression circuits doesn't change the practical treatment path.

The technical disagreement often comes down to whether the brain operates in a simpler sequential

way—amygdala activates, prefrontal cortex gets bypassed, behavior results—or whether the

interaction is more dynamic and nuanced. Some researchers push back on the totality of the "bypass"

picture, arguing the interaction is more complex than a simple race between regions. Emerging

evidence suggests the picture is messier than pure bypass, but it still clearly shows amygdala

dominance during high arousal states. What matters clinically is that regardless of how the

mechanism is framed, treatment principles remain identical.

Both genetics and experience shape how sensitive your dog's amygdala becomes. Dogs may inherit

predispositions toward reactive threat detection, written into their neurobiology from birth. Early

experiences—good ones and traumatic ones—further shape how quickly the alarm activates and how

loud the bell rings. The combination of inherited tendency and lived experience determines the

threshold your individual dog operates under. But whatever the theoretical emphasis among

researchers, everyone working with evidence-based intervention approaches agrees on what needs to

happen: the emotional and physiological response itself must be the target, not the behavioral

output. Punishment fails because it doesn't address the alarm system. Counterconditioning works

because it teaches the alarm system a different response to the trigger. This is the consistent

implication across every serious framework, even when the theoretical details differ.
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W H AT  T H E  R E S E A RC H  S AY S

Leash reactivity is fundamentally a neurobiological event driven by the limbic system, not a deliberate

choice or training failure.

Leash-reactive dogs are described as moving through a predictable four-stage arc: Fear → Frustration →

Self-Rewarding Aggression → Habitual Response.

When the amygdala detects a perceived threat, it activates the sympathetic nervous system before the

prefrontal cortex has the opportunity to process information, making reactive behavior reflexive rather

than cognitive.

K E Y TAK E AWAY

Reactivity is a neurobiological event, not a behavioral choice or character flaw: When a dog reacts

on leash, their amygdala has triggered a threat response that bypasses conscious decision-making

before the prefrontal cortex can engage. The dog cannot think or obey during this state because the

survival systems dominate.

K E Y TAK E AWAY

The amygdala operates like a hair-trigger smoke detector: It prioritizes speed over accuracy,

sending alarm signals instantly upon pattern-matching to potential threats, regardless of actual

danger. In reactive dogs, this system has become sensitized through genetics, experience, or both.

K E Y TAK E AWAY

Punishment and coercion make reactivity worse: Because the dog is not making a deliberate choice,

punishing the behavior does not address the underlying alarm system and typically increases threat

perception and future reactivity. Standard obedience training approaches are mechanistically

ineffective.

K E Y TAK E AWAY

Counterconditioning is the mechanism-appropriate intervention: By teaching the amygdala that

triggers predict good outcomes instead of danger, counterconditioning gradually shifts the threat

calculation at the source. This is emotional rehabilitation, not obedience training, and is the only

approach that addresses the actual neurological problem.
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K E Y TAK E AWAY

Stress degrades regulatory control: A dog already over-aroused has reduced capacity for impulse

control and emotional regulation in future encounters, creating a compounding cycle. Breaking the

reactivity pattern requires preventing episodes and managing threshold to allow gradual emotional

learning.
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Aggressive Pit Bull dogs showed significantly decreased prefrontal cortex volumes compared to non-

aggressive control dogs in MRI analysis.

Aggressive Pit Bull dogs showed significantly increased amygdala volumes compared to non-aggressive

control dogs in MRI analysis.

Functional MRI studies suggest that increased amygdala activation in PTSD patients results from abnormal

modulatory input from the ventromedial prefrontal cortex.

In a machine learning PTSD study, brain connectivity best predicted intrusion symptoms (R²=0.33),

followed by avoidance (R²=0.23), arousal/reactivity (R²=0.06), and failed to predict cognition/mood

(R²=-0.01).
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Montag and Panksepp (2017) argue that individual differences in primary emotional systems represent the

phylogenetically oldest parts of human personality.

Aggressive Pit Bull dogs showed significantly decreased prefrontal cortex volumes compared to non-aggressive

control dogs in MRI analysis.

Aggressive Pit Bull dogs showed significantly increased amygdala volumes compared to non-aggressive control

dogs in MRI analysis.

Functional MRI studies suggest that increased amygdala activation in PTSD patients results from abnormal

modulatory input from the ventromedial prefrontal cortex.

In a machine learning PTSD study, brain connectivity best predicted intrusion symptoms (R²=0.33), followed by

avoidance (R²=0.23), arousal/reactivity (R²=0.06), and failed to predict cognition/mood (R²=-0.01).

Studies with animals have generally found counterconditioning more efficient than extinction in reducing

conditioned responding.

In an ambulatory PTSD study of 80 participants (39 with PTSD), individuals with and without PTSD did not

significantly differ on average levels of any physiological arousal marker.

Among individuals with PTSD, interbeat interval (IBI) was significantly lower when participants were reminded of

their trauma, indicating higher heart rate arousal during trauma reminders.

Skin conductance was significantly lower (indicating lower sympathetic arousal) in PTSD patients in the presence

of trauma reminders, counter to predictions.

Ultra-high-field functional-MRI data showed that expectations — not habituation — are the main driver of

response amplitude to tones in the human auditory subcortical pathway

A machine learning PTSD model significantly predicted intrusion scores (p=0.002) and avoidance scores (p=0.034),

but could not significantly predict arousal/reactivity scores (p=0.164) or cognition/mood scores (p=0.412).

Cortisol is a steroid hormone belonging to the glucocorticoid class of hormones.

Cortisol functions to increase blood sugar through gluconeogenesis, suppress the immune system, and aid in

energy metabolism.

Cortisol is released and increases in response to both stress and low blood-glucose concentration via a diurnal

cycle.

Cortisol is produced mainly by the zona fasciculata of the adrenal cortex in an adrenal gland.
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