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Why would I confine a dog?

Fencing prevents a dog from becoming a neighborhood nuisance, but there are other

issues at hand. Keeping a dog appropriately confined keeps him safe by preventing

mishaps associated with free roaming.

Fenced-in dogs are less likely to be hit by vehicles, have fewer aggressive interactions

with other dogs, have decreased exposure to contagious diseases, and are less

available to pet thieves.

Should I get an invisible fence?

With safety in mind, dog owners may consider traditional or electronic fences. Here are

some advantages and disadvantages associated with popular invisible fences.

Advantages

Reasonable cost. Some fencing materials are expensive (wood, iron) and labor is an added cost. Neighborhood codes often specify the types

of construction materials that are allowed. Invisible electric fences are often less costly, even when professionally installed.

Adaptability. While traditional fences work well on flat or gently sloping yards, invisible fencing works on almost any terrain. Invisible fences

can span hilly spots, wooded areas, and water. Also, electronic fences can cover acres of ground in any pattern to create large exercise areas

for dogs.

Aesthetics. Invisible fences do not visually interfere with scenic views or green spaces, and they enhance the feeling of being outdoors.

People can move around the yard freely, without the hassle of opening and closing gates. The inconvenience of boundary flags is temporary:

once the dog learns the boundaries of the electric fence, the flags can be removed.

Convenience. Electric fences can be installed more quickly than conventional enclosures. Trenching and laying wire takes less time than laying

fence posts, nailing boards, welding iron, or rolling wire.

Reliability. Dogs with a tendency to climb over, dig under, or chew through fences may be better contained with an invisible fence.

Decreased Human Error. Pet owners often forget to close a gate, so invisible fences reduce the chance of escape in busy households with

lots of foot traffic.

Protection. Intruders may be deterred by the presence of a dog in the yard, since they may not realize the dog cannot reach them.

Disadvantages

Training required. To ensure success, the dog must learn where the fence is. This learning requires a training period where the owner and

dog walk the perimeter of the fence, noting the flags. Fencing companies usually provide training protocols and spend time working with

owners and their dogs.
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Lack of protection. Invisible fences protect dogs by preventing them from leaving the yard, but they do not prevent hazards from entering

the yard. Stray dogs and wild animals can still access the yard and interact aggressively with pet dogs.

Barrier frustration. Some dogs become agitated when they watch neighborhood dogs freely romp about and realize that they cannot join in.

This situation is especially frustrating if neighboring dogs “tease” or play just out of range. Friendly, sociable dogs also become frustrated

when they see another dog or human approach but cannot greet them.

Degree of discomfort. Most electric fences include an audible warning before the electric impulse and dogs learn quickly to respect the

“beep” to avoid the shock. When a dog ignores the audible signal, an electric stimulus is discharged, which startles the dog but is not painful

if the apparatus is set appropriately.

Reliability. If the power supply is interrupted by a cut wire or dead battery in the collar, escape is still possible.

Fortunately, most dogs remember their initial training and respect the perimeter even when the fence is not electrified.

Escape. If a dog sees something they really want to chase or is frightened by thunder or something inside the yard, they may breach the

electric fence, ignoring the electric stimulus. But what happens when the dog wants to go back inside his yard? Some fences may “shock” a

dog upon re-entry, while others only emit an electrical impulse upon exiting the yard and there is no “beep” or “shock” upon returning

home.

Like all decisions regarding pets, the choice of fencing is one that takes research and careful consideration. But with the safety and wellbeing

of your dog at stake, the time you spend will be justified in the end. Good fences don’t just make good neighbors, they make happy dogs,

too.
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Behavior Leash & Barrier Reactivity

Pros and Cons of Electric Underground Fences

Electronic devices and aversive-laden collars are NOT the

ideal fence.

[Updated December 14, 2018]

With more than ten years’ field experience under his belt, the veteran humane officer,

from Santa Clara County, California, thought he had seen and heard just about

everything. Then he got the call from a hysterical woman who had come home from

work to find that her dog was being shocked non-stop by his electronic collar.

“Please hurry,” she begged. “He’s totally crazed, and when we try to touch him we get

shocked. We can’t get the collar off him!”

The officer rushed to the scene. When he arrived he found that the owners had

managed to throw a rug over the dog, restrain him, and cut off the offending collar with

a knife. The dog was still so severely traumatized by the experience that he refused to

allow anyone near. The woman vowed never to use her underground fence system

again.

By Pat Miller, CBCC-KA, CPDT-KA  - Published: April 17, 2001 Updated: May 1, 2020  0

   

7/21/26, 9:33 AM Pros and Cons of Electric Underground Fences - Whole Dog Journal

https://www.whole-dog-journal.com/behavior/leash-barrier-reactivity/pros-and-cons-of-electric-underground-fences/ 1/10

https://www.whole-dog-journal.com/
https://www.whole-dog-journal.com/category/behavior/
https://www.whole-dog-journal.com/category/behavior/leash-barrier-reactivity/
https://www.whole-dog-journal.com/category/behavior/
https://www.whole-dog-journal.com/category/behavior/leash-barrier-reactivity/
https://www.whole-dog-journal.com/author/pat-miller/
mailto:?subject=Pros%20and%20Cons%20of%20Electric%20Underground%20Fences&body=https://www.whole-dog-journal.com/behavior/leash-barrier-reactivity/pros-and-cons-of-electric-underground-fences/
https://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.whole-dog-journal.com%2Fbehavior%2Fleash-barrier-reactivity%2Fpros-and-cons-of-electric-underground-fences%2F
https://x.com/intent/post?text=Pros+and+Cons+of+Electric+Underground+Fences&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.whole-dog-journal.com%2Fbehavior%2Fleash-barrier-reactivity%2Fpros-and-cons-of-electric-underground-fences%2F&via=Whole+Dog+Journal
https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjstPuZ-JG5TJNi715VLxpAWVMuuvNnGB43sjasOXib_I-cxIaT5IgCrPQhUAlmZOCZR2RHonh5caDMurM_WImfNNfLybAW-bcl8auCe7p9kn8Zx_tyXd_b8fUyhnCHaKm01s71WO08onRSoQO3woR8i2lL2u3t59Bir4o8A3pDYHciI2o8oOOQqoEVhjjvN5kr0KYLvkAWL5ZGVoZ1FUHHaHOkGEkjVf0yS6crsQwc6CD3U2tbqEShG2NFg6hr_zzOmB30U__4GEXd8kZsNLxdgL0O8BMb-nOemQAVNu5KMXHu89au3XFCFyy-pYMDwDe1J5ZFubJ3IcOGN6A6h4vJwW_rUA5oVJGIuCZQkv4wZk-oguPWc9S--h9qU1_kqtwE4skpNpChptVMg9d97aRg8-BuYqfPJRr0D7IXMHAyZtezVos3OkQp6qODkPQtc68qGWlVS-KkkOONHnlyYmfAwSSEVwYzyo2O2lYHvP-U-DRfg9Hyksdg44Vo79avEtdtAEtY-1GiFjSnqyfWv0LyM4-EQerebOawtLEFDgq2pKvTP1R4u7pQRZMa1IPALjNecQfwXTbUpFl9nUYs0NnF-LQmsJabvtKY4N5cSZTIUBfyrVw9V7zM-P0CRMKAswo_3ylsibeMge5fHvyXiy4IpngeocNFji_gkijT3Ig-poeDrZst6MrjmVVy9meZ8gREe6GbOi1Hsy0hm6jEl2prK1KK80K49rGu9zTlANQ_9B8J4XZdmC3hF1H4zEVwZ4JrBAz9CewyFILrA5QJosEQhxRUIlu6UZFfje-ZcjQXk3GTBXF3URmu4A1JojMo1cuUbRBd_emfuhTa9sKE13teWjpaZMQ-14-Kb9WT3dJaXZUb6mjietuIJRGIn4LnDZnFg0hfRrop_ncA2vTRbh96noBbe2s9RCh4aXhsHGNgaD4uIZPeVsH_QxH4n1zFGPpdLyez3WbimGe-I_6irA7TjF8dBCygF9BkVq7z-qEEtL_1178mgcuoHSUZOGd-SI3lplRa2rKkM1LSwIfSda0_PkC4OhnODsrEfVX3Kb9oBVabAkW_TatBBSZO-b7uDYNRMtjS3OC8uR9jzm8hf8893wyCb5PO8KWzHkFwbb0dkFWb5diHXvscy2lNrw-HeLyFCMjLrsrOVm0PR2XwDh3ELFvqgDXIl6KdboZ_8ER01J28ZZhiUFN8bCBZcoQgBo0XNHlEuP4Sz5eV_6vcqnajXkdjPR7jgeqv8XESKXy6HwmoHeqbY5hnjsJfJ0u4E7and94p0deMurGpSVuN8uuwpvr9sny38SaW_wkjd7n-uRVDyH0RhboUcgEabWDD4TDMxfoESReD4nM9MAl1IMF0yDztABLKxcS4m03tJolxn7bCkS3-zms36OnlKSv13wrp9T2gc4fFRBltCklfzV4GqjcUwWE7eS0sAJOhvhVirOcJY9ahiY_rb81N0PHlR6YWw_dxbeBUlTgmBu-dDLyDYXu1SB0sQAm0_eNGZeax77i9YPe_-p8zxhHjF2ft49oZ-LuaDKIxKIU3sWEKXLIPYtDSPRHtabd8AC41gnXiP4GIkWxrsDT1Ea2Ea_S-VYvC3CcOmBQCPKOz5YP3jOUp6K7Me95L-cxiXZbDM_EJzmcExOl5laTe7VQE_wApTLZlaIyH_XeWfTmXGKOGPx3yFhkBcNEi32EPVNqgwVFRO_rOAzhi9kvOQVpvF0ZR90TpEdD1O9tq9iy4pkz3nUs1SIbBqGXL8zOBgMMIa08UP0KsWBMmHN9ABsF0ZnW6wMII9zIL6ANoaQsc2JlGE_p9YFg1Hr_l1y2XVftX8wuBjHA64elp8_h1dyHHWsjIOLjNq9PTB50tccJz3-VjQXSMQtqR1uDgij7YOFLjx05xD1fT5dlwwSKS6kzVT6qLl9jOIDCDwNJFiySpuRhwk3iLVWwVM6f00KPurXq4Bocazmu9Yx5wDgc3-RHy0916JlbZRl2FHL2nuVfEHkm_qX-CzZrg9uv9gfPNwwSIfyxcQe-mBZ2mP9shT5GUUj0uMjLr_SVWWukhENXeMS9EIezqzhKGMr64gIXYztsTwrxq1g4nne7wvZg1XZR6J54A&sai=AMfl-YS0w46rULg75xS5M_YCHYgkxaEwBiGuGoaSEBZQrHyuwik34vNuUEwsCT1ufhswNEfRz1YXXUX4rICmS6p1nJfif03CfImN90Pa-i3nb-oGSN5oP25Tm_JetWJ-0tsjv_NKTYdc1Jbc-uHc2nM1vSaDGus7UWMEXeIFYBerKFba2MyDAlEay8_2iPJC0-ZXjpOQBl0VhXfp9NxjcjjZFhkZXuQHncOOT_KNOkGIKGVk4yTIPcRLnfKNAy66wavwJ682kr1S20Q3uSKYsY9xpTlGX0OofLXNbiSx6kMX5brRvJyqtvbe_pPpNaahIKqDsUfIn_3vViXIC62NKsxnlrC2svopeliPUzwqfcg9bboJfffGWzRBQIIfyXcv3iw2mT8A9c-FXgwCwSFGVqFsMA_7h6TxAfZ8pf38d1JHat9VCWZyf3rSbAxPbeQKbWqvY8MMuzjgRmKfPyD58JLt6cHYfiuMTPN0SmWY3VcAtMbihAG3IoM1hmgktDHpJPCyJGuIiX0i5d9emPkaxpUEF5YnrVewT__GKzfE9f0CZBN3ASJazE-FTgIAMQ7FVV0Rsv8pCSmiCiY0EvsatxnPR1xJIdfudrCdwnxJtadTfuiIGnSUTRykcFakjBNCxlBJ3eyx8a73yFayrU3c1ydgwjmDBigVjVst1TMMRWnkKePfzgwuUs98kU8gEexvdPG3a_ElONXOgD5hQH2FGPeK9u9oNUQ2APY72s8itzRrcP1oOVsd0KH4b7VDYe8Gw8q0YaEKWWuvdq97KmWChZZd9XW99ZvQA_2tN92M1oNSWfAdh--ugP0zT0X01Q-4Ws7DSYH0hmN8MzdP84ttwQiTi1V6wMffDzJB2fGvCJ4mYxkjjG7SxEt3sm0DPJb4kL0BZ8_3uubwhQQDc_sVDvliDtopDQess3hJTXk-5m-bXgH68oWPmQ56rvE99nGzNne9PWVwWgEmDtJwOvyStS9uxAuCIJ9Iypttxa3Y3vvVVyamCLIRLM6hSMA79epczP_Sjy83SkKRCLl8q3u9atiChfVOuaVOmcPrN8hwMkZrHqMbvOW5jgzHh3U115RAwZ6nsdP0C0kcnqlCdRzqhyNL_jRKiSuzhU6Te5beZ3b45V12MlxJcqW5jQxdjPTeTQdxpGzaY-RQQZFLXdUtmxKMzHrgHiI9E3p5sVv7ihn6uPJDodJDQIZshAhi7Pxe7mjJ2viMBE-smMu9hFYkX6LeXic2ycaQwLIFHt6s8q19y8qPQE5WSH6DCPCGlzlRrISk0SpyJWF6ia_dzM6pu0m4BgN2xWqxPFtxWMN_m_5A5BhFLCSKLElobsfk89LC1RDjDlIJ6EPSA29w226WXtXOQ6uNKxrEXkechq2BNZNuXxd_TNbUgEXqGEsQ4tjWdcBdBfi-vRoxcuUEa4C3V1rX1p_ZMDq9UGtg1iILD4auc7ez2rL-OYl69WlVaUYgYpwcy9ek1iodSZlBu06HJKyba0iyrzQygnMxSPSGF_X7w4JcdqwRjN1tMV5TnmZzbGLwQdLZFQ&sig=Cg0ArKJSzD94uRjaAEOg&pr=60:1.04&cry=1&fbs_aeid=%5Bgw_fbsaeid%5D&urlfix=1&adurl=https://www.cisco.com/site/us/en/products/networking/wireless/state-of-wireless-report/index.html%3Fccid%3Dcc009618%26dtid%3Dpddpxsp001644%26utm_id%3Dcc009618%26utm_medium%3Dprogrammatic%26utm_source%3DDV360%26utm_campaign%3Dmidmarket%26utm_creative%3D%25ecid%26dclid%3D%25edclid!%26gad_source%3D7%26gad_campaignid%3D23301681739
https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjstPuZ-JG5TJNi715VLxpAWVMuuvNnGB43sjasOXib_I-cxIaT5IgCrPQhUAlmZOCZR2RHonh5caDMurM_WImfNNfLybAW-bcl8auCe7p9kn8Zx_tyXd_b8fUyhnCHaKm01s71WO08onRSoQO3woR8i2lL2u3t59Bir4o8A3pDYHciI2o8oOOQqoEVhjjvN5kr0KYLvkAWL5ZGVoZ1FUHHaHOkGEkjVf0yS6crsQwc6CD3U2tbqEShG2NFg6hr_zzOmB30U__4GEXd8kZsNLxdgL0O8BMb-nOemQAVNu5KMXHu89au3XFCFyy-pYMDwDe1J5ZFubJ3IcOGN6A6h4vJwW_rUA5oVJGIuCZQkv4wZk-oguPWc9S--h9qU1_kqtwE4skpNpChptVMg9d97aRg8-BuYqfPJRr0D7IXMHAyZtezVos3OkQp6qODkPQtc68qGWlVS-KkkOONHnlyYmfAwSSEVwYzyo2O2lYHvP-U-DRfg9Hyksdg44Vo79avEtdtAEtY-1GiFjSnqyfWv0LyM4-EQerebOawtLEFDgq2pKvTP1R4u7pQRZMa1IPALjNecQfwXTbUpFl9nUYs0NnF-LQmsJabvtKY4N5cSZTIUBfyrVw9V7zM-P0CRMKAswo_3ylsibeMge5fHvyXiy4IpngeocNFji_gkijT3Ig-poeDrZst6MrjmVVy9meZ8gREe6GbOi1Hsy0hm6jEl2prK1KK80K49rGu9zTlANQ_9B8J4XZdmC3hF1H4zEVwZ4JrBAz9CewyFILrA5QJosEQhxRUIlu6UZFfje-ZcjQXk3GTBXF3URmu4A1JojMo1cuUbRBd_emfuhTa9sKE13teWjpaZMQ-14-Kb9WT3dJaXZUb6mjietuIJRGIn4LnDZnFg0hfRrop_ncA2vTRbh96noBbe2s9RCh4aXhsHGNgaD4uIZPeVsH_QxH4n1zFGPpdLyez3WbimGe-I_6irA7TjF8dBCygF9BkVq7z-qEEtL_1178mgcuoHSUZOGd-SI3lplRa2rKkM1LSwIfSda0_PkC4OhnODsrEfVX3Kb9oBVabAkW_TatBBSZO-b7uDYNRMtjS3OC8uR9jzm8hf8893wyCb5PO8KWzHkFwbb0dkFWb5diHXvscy2lNrw-HeLyFCMjLrsrOVm0PR2XwDh3ELFvqgDXIl6KdboZ_8ER01J28ZZhiUFN8bCBZcoQgBo0XNHlEuP4Sz5eV_6vcqnajXkdjPR7jgeqv8XESKXy6HwmoHeqbY5hnjsJfJ0u4E7and94p0deMurGpSVuN8uuwpvr9sny38SaW_wkjd7n-uRVDyH0RhboUcgEabWDD4TDMxfoESReD4nM9MAl1IMF0yDztABLKxcS4m03tJolxn7bCkS3-zms36OnlKSv13wrp9T2gc4fFRBltCklfzV4GqjcUwWE7eS0sAJOhvhVirOcJY9ahiY_rb81N0PHlR6YWw_dxbeBUlTgmBu-dDLyDYXu1SB0sQAm0_eNGZeax77i9YPe_-p8zxhHjF2ft49oZ-LuaDKIxKIU3sWEKXLIPYtDSPRHtabd8AC41gnXiP4GIkWxrsDT1Ea2Ea_S-VYvC3CcOmBQCPKOz5YP3jOUp6K7Me95L-cxiXZbDM_EJzmcExOl5laTe7VQE_wApTLZlaIyH_XeWfTmXGKOGPx3yFhkBcNEi32EPVNqgwVFRO_rOAzhi9kvOQVpvF0ZR90TpEdD1O9tq9iy4pkz3nUs1SIbBqGXL8zOBgMMIa08UP0KsWBMmHN9ABsF0ZnW6wMII9zIL6ANoaQsc2JlGE_p9YFg1Hr_l1y2XVftX8wuBjHA64elp8_h1dyHHWsjIOLjNq9PTB50tccJz3-VjQXSMQtqR1uDgij7YOFLjx05xD1fT5dlwwSKS6kzVT6qLl9jOIDCDwNJFiySpuRhwk3iLVWwVM6f00KPurXq4Bocazmu9Yx5wDgc3-RHy0916JlbZRl2FHL2nuVfEHkm_qX-CzZrg9uv9gfPNwwSIfyxcQe-mBZ2mP9shT5GUUj0uMjLr_SVWWukhENXeMS9EIezqzhKGMr64gIXYztsTwrxq1g4nne7wvZg1XZR6J54A&sai=AMfl-YS0w46rULg75xS5M_YCHYgkxaEwBiGuGoaSEBZQrHyuwik34vNuUEwsCT1ufhswNEfRz1YXXUX4rICmS6p1nJfif03CfImN90Pa-i3nb-oGSN5oP25Tm_JetWJ-0tsjv_NKTYdc1Jbc-uHc2nM1vSaDGus7UWMEXeIFYBerKFba2MyDAlEay8_2iPJC0-ZXjpOQBl0VhXfp9NxjcjjZFhkZXuQHncOOT_KNOkGIKGVk4yTIPcRLnfKNAy66wavwJ682kr1S20Q3uSKYsY9xpTlGX0OofLXNbiSx6kMX5brRvJyqtvbe_pPpNaahIKqDsUfIn_3vViXIC62NKsxnlrC2svopeliPUzwqfcg9bboJfffGWzRBQIIfyXcv3iw2mT8A9c-FXgwCwSFGVqFsMA_7h6TxAfZ8pf38d1JHat9VCWZyf3rSbAxPbeQKbWqvY8MMuzjgRmKfPyD58JLt6cHYfiuMTPN0SmWY3VcAtMbihAG3IoM1hmgktDHpJPCyJGuIiX0i5d9emPkaxpUEF5YnrVewT__GKzfE9f0CZBN3ASJazE-FTgIAMQ7FVV0Rsv8pCSmiCiY0EvsatxnPR1xJIdfudrCdwnxJtadTfuiIGnSUTRykcFakjBNCxlBJ3eyx8a73yFayrU3c1ydgwjmDBigVjVst1TMMRWnkKePfzgwuUs98kU8gEexvdPG3a_ElONXOgD5hQH2FGPeK9u9oNUQ2APY72s8itzRrcP1oOVsd0KH4b7VDYe8Gw8q0YaEKWWuvdq97KmWChZZd9XW99ZvQA_2tN92M1oNSWfAdh--ugP0zT0X01Q-4Ws7DSYH0hmN8MzdP84ttwQiTi1V6wMffDzJB2fGvCJ4mYxkjjG7SxEt3sm0DPJb4kL0BZ8_3uubwhQQDc_sVDvliDtopDQess3hJTXk-5m-bXgH68oWPmQ56rvE99nGzNne9PWVwWgEmDtJwOvyStS9uxAuCIJ9Iypttxa3Y3vvVVyamCLIRLM6hSMA79epczP_Sjy83SkKRCLl8q3u9atiChfVOuaVOmcPrN8hwMkZrHqMbvOW5jgzHh3U115RAwZ6nsdP0C0kcnqlCdRzqhyNL_jRKiSuzhU6Te5beZ3b45V12MlxJcqW5jQxdjPTeTQdxpGzaY-RQQZFLXdUtmxKMzHrgHiI9E3p5sVv7ihn6uPJDodJDQIZshAhi7Pxe7mjJ2viMBE-smMu9hFYkX6LeXic2ycaQwLIFHt6s8q19y8qPQE5WSH6DCPCGlzlRrISk0SpyJWF6ia_dzM6pu0m4BgN2xWqxPFtxWMN_m_5A5BhFLCSKLElobsfk89LC1RDjDlIJ6EPSA29w226WXtXOQ6uNKxrEXkechq2BNZNuXxd_TNbUgEXqGEsQ4tjWdcBdBfi-vRoxcuUEa4C3V1rX1p_ZMDq9UGtg1iILD4auc7ez2rL-OYl69WlVaUYgYpwcy9ek1iodSZlBu06HJKyba0iyrzQygnMxSPSGF_X7w4JcdqwRjN1tMV5TnmZzbGLwQdLZFQ&sig=Cg0ArKJSzD94uRjaAEOg&pr=60:1.04&cry=1&fbs_aeid=%5Bgw_fbsaeid%5D&urlfix=1&adurl=https://www.cisco.com/site/us/en/products/networking/wireless/state-of-wireless-report/index.html%3Fccid%3Dcc009618%26dtid%3Dpddpxsp001644%26utm_id%3Dcc009618%26utm_medium%3Dprogrammatic%26utm_source%3DDV360%26utm_campaign%3Dmidmarket%26utm_creative%3D%25ecid%26dclid%3D%25edclid!%26gad_source%3D7%26gad_campaignid%3D23301681739
https://ads.freestar.com/?utm_campaign=branding&utm_medium=display&utm_source=whole-dog-journal.com&utm_content=wholedogjournal_in_content_1
https://www.whole-dog-journal.com/


Electronic fences and their partners – collars that deliver an aversive agent – have been

around for more than 20 years. They seem like the perfect canine confinement

alternative to a solid physical fence. They are often marketed as the ideal fencing

solution to homeowner association fence prohibitions and for problematic, difficult-to-

fence, steep, rocky and rugged living spaces.

But while occurrences of a collar shorting out and administering repeated shocks to a

hapless, helpless dog are relatively rare, there are other drawbacks to using electronic

fencing systems. A conscientious owner will weigh all the pros and cons before deciding

whether or not to invest in this sort of “fencing” system.

How Do Electric Fences Work?

Electronic fences rely on the transmission of a radio signal from a wire or some other

transmitter that is typically buried or mounted in an unobtrusive location on the dog

owner’s property. The radio signal is broadcast within a specific zone, following the

contours of the individual layout. The dog wears a battery-operated receiver on a special

collar, which picks up the radio signals when the dog enters the special zone. Most of

the systems are programmed so that a “warning tone” is emitted when the dog first

approaches the radio transmission area, and, if he remains or travels further into the

zone, follows up with an aversive stimulus.
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The most commonly used aversive is an electric shock, delivered to the dog’s neck by

metal (electrically conducting) prongs set in the dog’s collar. A recent technological

innovation provides for some systems to deliver a burst of citronella spray as the

aversive instead of an electric shock.

The best of the electronic fence makers teach the dog owners how to condition their

dogs to the fence. “Training flags” are installed around the perimeter of the dog’s “safe”

territory, to give him a visual hint to its shape and size. For the first few days, it is

suggested that the owner applies tape over the prongs on the electrical collar, to

minimize any shock that the dog receives, and to keep the dog on a leash. The owner is

instructed to walk around the property, allowing the dog to approach the forbidden

zones and hear the warning tone. The owner is to pull or call the dog back into the safe

area, and then praise the dog.

The next phase involves removing the tape, and allowing the dog (who is still on a leash)

further into the danger zone, where he experiences a correction. Again, the owner

brings the dog back into the safety zone, praising his retreat from the forbidden area.

This is followed by a few more days of off-leash, but supervised experiences, and finally,

removal of the training flags. Whether the aversive is a shock or a spray, in most cases it

takes only a few applications for the dog to learn that the tone means “Bad things

happen here.”

The Advantages of Invisible Fences

There are certainly advantages to electronic fences. They are generally less expensive

than a physical fence. Systems range in cost from $120 to $400, and can cover anything

from a small yard to a 100-acre parcel, depending on the brand. Variation in cost

depends in large part on the features included in the system package, such as

adjustable levels of shock strength, rechargeable batteries, and combination fence and

no-bark or fence and remote trainer systems. If you are considering investing in an

electronic fence, compare features carefully in order to be sure you get the brand that

best suits your needs.
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Electronic fences are easier to install than a traditional fence. One system uses a wire

that is buried a few inches underground, a process that is much less labor-intensive

than digging post holes and building fences, especially in rocky soil or on steep brushy

slopes. Another type of fence doesn’t even require a buried wire, but instead uses

transmitters on “emitter posts” that are inserted into the ground at intervals around the

property. Consumers can install the fences themselves, or hire one of the many

landscapers and builders who have experience in underground fence installation. Some

companies will provide a list of certified fence installers on request.

For those who simply prefer the aesthetics of a fenceless yard or are faced with

homeowner association constraints, electronic fences can keep a dog contained without

obstructing the view or violating neighborhood sensibilities.

The Negative Side of Invisible Fences

Paul Miller, now director of the Chattanooga Animal Services program in Tennessee, was

the Santa Clara humane officer who responded to the call of a dog being shocked by his

collar a decade ago. Ten more years of experience in the field haven’t softened his

opinion of the product. He argues that electronic fences don’t provide adequate

containment to reasonably guarantee a dog’s safety.

“I can’t tell you exactly how many stray dogs I’ve seen wearing electronic fence collars,”

he says, “but it’s a lot. Owners forget to replace weak and dying batteries and dogs are

soon free to come and go at will. Many owners who come in to shelters to retrieve their

shock-collar-sporting wayward hounds will admit that they were aware the batteries

were weak and they hadn’t bothered to replace them.”

Another minus: Some dogs seem to have no trouble braving the strong corrections

imposed on them by a working collar with fresh batteries if they are presented with

sufficiently enticing stimuli: a female in season, a fast-moving cat, a child on a bicycle, a

postal worker. And then the dog is stuck outside the fence without sufficient motivation

to risk the shock to get back in! For this reason, certain breeds, especially large dogs

bred for guardian jobs or dogs with strong hunting drives, make poor candidates for

these systems.

Another important consideration is the fact that an electronic fence does nothing to

protect your dog from outside harm. The neighborhood canine bully can still enter your

yard and attack your dog. Bad people can still come onto your property and steal or

torment your dog. (We’ve even heard of one report of an expensive electronic collar

being stolen right off of its dog!)
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Also, these electronic fences don’t keep children or delivery people from approaching

your house and being attacked or bitten by your dog. Finally, dogs with especially long or

thick coats may have to have their necks shaved in order for the prongs (and the

corrective shocks) to reach their skin. Such disfigurement is not acceptable to all owners.

How Strong is the Electric Shock from an Underground Dog
Fence?

Dog owners also need to be concerned about the unintended negative side effects of

punishment. Despite the euphemisms used in promotional materials that call the

aversive electric shock a “mild electrical stimulus,” a “stimulus distraction,” a “tingle” or a

“tickle,” it is, in fact, an electric shock.

In November 1998, while attending the Association of Pet Dog Trainers annual

conference and trade show in Valley Forge, Pennsylvania, I watched as a number of dog

trainers tested an electric collar by wrapping it around their own hands. (The equipment

was provided by one of the electronic fence manufacturers, who had a trade booth at

the convention.) Different people reacted to varying levels of shock with significantly

different levels of sensitivity. While some felt nothing at the lowest setting and only a

mild sensation at level three, others described a mildly painful sensation at level one

and unpleasant, even intolerable pain at the higher settings. (The shock was felt on the

hand, not on the more sensitive neck area. Product representatives refused to allow the

human Guinea pigs to test the collars on their necks.) There is no reason to think that

our different dogs would not also experience different sensitivities to electric shocks.

The use of punishment in training, especially a punishment as intense as an electric

shock, risks irreparable harm to the mutual trust that is critically important in the dog-

human relationship. During the training process the dog may associate the shock or

spray with the owner’s presence and end up fearing the owner.

Sensitive dogs can be seriously traumatized by just one administration of the punishing

aversive. Some dogs may refuse to enter the yard at all after being shocked or sprayed,

especially if the yard is small, with a limited amount of “free” space where the dog can

feel safe. One Monterey County, California, dog owner reports that while she loves the

electronic fence system because it allows her dogs to run loose on her several-acre

property (which she couldn’t otherwise afford to fence), her Komondor is so respectful

of the boundary that the dog won’t cross it even when not wearing the collar. The owner

has to load her dog into the car and drive across the wire just to take the dog for a walk

around the neighborhood.
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What are the Alternatives to Electric Fences?

What are you supposed to do if you live in an area where fencing is prohibited,

prohibitively expensive, or simply not feasible? You can keep Rover in the house, train

him to come when called, and allow him outside only under direct supervision. You can

install a cable runner, although tying a dog up creates its own set of risks and problems.

(Watch for “Fit To Be Tied” in an upcoming issue of WDJ for a discussion of this topic.)

You can purchase a chain-link kennel run to provide safe confinement for Rover when

you aren’t able to personally supervise his exercise. Or you can move to a neighborhood

that allows physical fences.

Some people, however, feel the benefits of an electronic fence system outweigh the

negatives of the alternatives. We’d grudgingly acknowledge the potential usefulness of

the system, provided it’s used in the following limited circumstances.

Because of the potential for an electronic fence to malfunction, for your dog to simply

“run through” it and escape, and for predators to enter your property and injure your

dog, we suggest using the system only when you are home and able to monitor its use.

This means not using the system when you are not at home (even just for a few

minutes), or at night (or any other time you may be sleeping). You must check on your

dog constantly, establishing visual contact with him at least every five minutes or so

when he is “confined” by the fence and nothing else. And the collar must be removed

whenever the fence is not being used as the primary barrier (when the dog is safely

confined in the house, for instance). Failing to do all these things exposes the dog to all

the various dangers discussed above, while simultaneously giving the owner a false

sense of security.

Of course, if your dog is reliably trained to come to you when he is called and you are

keeping him under this sort of close supervision, you probably don’t need this sort of

system! Which strikes at the heart of our objections to electronic fences: They are really

designed as a “convenience” device for people who like having a dog, and who don’t

want it to run away, but who are unwilling or unable to go the extra mile to absolutely

ensure the safety of their dogs.

There are exceptions. We have met dog owners, for instance, who keep their well-

trained dogs under close supervision, but who maintain the electronic fence as a sort of

“emergency back up” barrier for their dogs because they live on a busy road, and even

an extremely rare, quick trip “off the property” could result in death.

In our opinion, however, there is nothing that can replace training, supervision, and that

timeless tool for good neighbors everywhere: a purely “visible,” solid, well-maintained

fence.
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