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Abstract

The use of behavioural assessments in shelter environments to recognise behavioural 

problems and adoption suitability of dogs.

Behavioural assessments have been used in shelter environments in Australia and around the world

to identify possible stable behavioural repertoires to help in the rehoming process. In most cases, dogs

are allowed a minimum three to five-day acclimation period to the new environment before the

assessment is conducted. Shelters use behaviour assessments to predict whether the dog is suitable

for rehoming, however, the dynamic nature of behavioural patterns can introduce the potential for

inaccurate assessments and interpretation. Thorough evaluation of the accuracy of the utilised sub-

tests within the assessment is therefore required to understand if these methods are satisfactory in

indicating behavioural problems and adoption suitability. The assessments conducted at RSPCA

shelters will be reviewed to understand whether there is a need to create more efficient and effective

behavioural assessments, or whether the current assessments provide an accurate picture of a dog's

behaviour in the new, adoptive home environment.

Full Paper

“You may choose to look the other way but you can never say again that you did not know.”

“If to be feelingly alive to the sufferings of my fellow-creatures is to be a fanatic, I am one of the most 

incurable fanatics ever permitted to be at large.” William Wilberforce



William Wilberforce was the co-founder of the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals in late November of

1822. He was one of many to step forward and take a stand on the cruelty against all animals in England. Now, that

passion has spread across the world and has given light to organisations to help cruelty against animals, both in the

public eye and through research to further understand and help the animals that we hold dear to our hearts.

One area of recent debate is the use of behavioural assessments in shelters that are utilised, both in Australia and

across the world. These behavioural assessments are recognised and used by shelters, rescuers, working breeds and

private organisations to further understand the behavioural repertoire of dogs. Outcomes from the assessments give

insight to their suitability for work, rehoming and breeding, and identification of behavioural problems. However, there

are debates as to whether the assessment protocols are a valid, reliable and effective measure of the true behavioural

repertoire of the dog. Furthermore, there are numerous different unique behavioural assessments, including those

tailored for different purposes as mentioned previously. So how do we distinguish the differences between the

behavioural assessments? How can we justify using them? And how do we know what is the right one for shelters or

other welfare organisations? There is no one size fits all, independent shelters or organisations may wish to find

specific behavioural traits, others might be looking for behaviours unsuitable for society, matching the public’s idealistic

view of a perfect dog, or might have the resources to use the assessment as a tool to identify unstable behaviours that

can be managed through training programmes.

Recently, it has been claimed in a scientific article that the “Behavioural assessments are no better than flipping a coin”,

due to the false positives and negatives that occur in any testing procedure, either in the medical research field or

psychology. The false positive and negative results that were outlined in the scientific article are based on human

reoffending rates, which should not be justifiable in comparing to the feasibility of the testing procedure to predict

behavioural problems post adoption in dogs. These testing procedures are used in any given field, for example,

psychology “reoffending in criminals”, and medical field “Diabetic”.

However, as we know the neuroplasticity and behaviour of dogs are highly influenced by genetics, upbringing,

puppyhood, adolescence, learnt behaviour, and inter/intraspecific behaviour. So, how is it possible to state that we can

use these tools as a diagnostic instrument for behavioural problems like aggression? Rather, should we use the

assessment as a tool to understand how the animal reacts, to find adoption suitability, behavioural attributes, or

unwanted behavioural repertoire?

Most of the assessments discussed in the literature vary in testing procedures and purposes, whether to understand

the behavioural repertoire and predict future behaviour, to recognise behavioural problems for adoption suitability,

determining working breed suitability and stable breeding behaviour.

The RSPCA Qld shelters main purpose of their behavioural assessments is to understand stable behavioural 

repertoire, adoption suitability and behavioural problems. However, due to environmental variables, this can prove to be 

difficult.

Variables:

• Genetics of the dogs, puppyhood/adolescence learning and inter/intraspecific socialisation 

• Ability to cope with social isolation

• The acclimation to the shelter environment

• The placement in kennel block, and sensory surroundings 

• Interactions with staff members of different behaviour and handling levels

• The time that is taken for the assessment to be conducted that can vary depending on shelter volume, and backlog 

of assessments

• The assessment procedures and its ability to identify correct behaviour

• Handlers experience level/previous knowledge of the dog

• Conducting the assessment, and effective recording of the assessment

• Identification of subtle behavioural repertoire 

• The optimum period after assessment until adoption



• Learnt behavioural repertoire of dog in the shelter environment

• Interaction with new owner, environment and their interaction with the dog

By understanding the variability in conducting such an assessment, it can be thoroughly determined what impact these

factors will have, and how to move forward if the information from the assessment is skewed due to the variables and

plasticity of dogs. There have been numerous papers and reviews on different assessments across the world, outlining

both the positive and negative aspects of using it. With different aims and purposes of each assessment, we are faced

with the questions, “how is this assessment different from all the rest?”, “how can that be determined?”, and “what can

be done differently?”

To first understand the literature, we must look at the current behavioural assessments used around the world. Each of

the assessments:

Assess a pet/mAAP

Constructed of nine sub-tests that are used to assess the dogs’ behaviour, using certain behavioural descriptions as

components for a pass or fail for the test.

Behavioural assessment for re-homing K9’s (B.A.R.K)

Designed in by Mornement et al. (2014), constructed of 12 sub-tests that are validated and standardised to outline

behaviour of dogs surrendered to shelters, using a scoring method.

Match-up II

Used by the animal rescue league of Boston as a standardised assessment to measure the dog’s behavioural reactions

to a series of scenarios. The assessment is constructed of 11 sub-tests, using personality scoring dimensions consisting

of Friendliness, Fearfulness, Excitability, Aggressiveness, Playfulness, and Known Cues.

Safety Assessment for Evaluating Rehoming (SAFER)Used by the ASPCA, developed by Dr Emily Weiss it is a seven-

item aggression assessment, used to identify the dog's tolerance levels to several different stimuli. Scoring of behaviour

is completed with the use of descriptions and a scoring system 1 – 5, 1 is less likely to bite under adverse situations and

5 being most likely to bite.

Socially Acceptable Behaviour (SAB)

SAB test was constructed by Planta (2007) used for the identification of aggressive dogs using a 16 sub-test

assessment. The assessment aim is to identify a dog's reaction to adverse, and repetitive test with familiar, and

unfamiliar dogs, people, auditory and visual stimuli. The scoring methods used in SAB test, are the identification of

aggression such as: Aggressive biting, snapping, attacking, and other behavioural cues that include growling,

piloerection, bearing teeth, direct staring, and stiffened body.

RSPCA Behavioural assessment

A behavioural assessment conducted by the RSPCA Australia is constructed of 12 sub-tests used to assess the

behaviour of dogs on different behavioural levels. Further used for adoption suitability matching and behavioural

modification. Behaviour is scored whether cues are present or absent in each individual sub-test.

These assessments all have different sub-tests that are used to identify key behavioural attributes and/or behavioural

problems.

Subtests from the above Behavioural assessments include:

o Cage Presentation

▪ Evaluation of in-kennel behaviour that may include non-threatening eye contact towards dogs

o Exploring Room

▪ The dog exploring the room for a given amount of time, without interactions with handlers or

trainers in the room.



o Call for attention

▪ Calling of the dog in a friendly voice for 10 seconds, and stroking the dog for a period along the back.

o Handling

▪ Collar tolerance with handler holding for a 5 second period

▪ Stroke along the dogs back while standing

▪ Touch tolerance of feet by picking up back and front legs, slowly applying pressure.

o Startle Response

▪ Exposure to an unfamiliar sound varying between different frequency.

o Toys/Play

▪ Engaging the dog in play using tennis balls, squeaky toy, and tug toys to determine levels of arousal

and the dog's ability to calm down.

o Run and Freeze

▪ The handler engages in play, by tagging the dog on the hind leg and running across the room in high

pitch tone.

o Feeding

▪ A handler places different food items in front of the dog, e.g. wet, and dry food in the bowl, treats and

bones. A handler stands away from the bowl as feeding takes place, after a brief period of time moves

towards the dog and strokes its back with a plastic hand. After stroking back, the hand is slowly moved

towards the bowl and reaching into the bowl multiple times.

o Unfamiliar Person

▪ Unfamiliar human knocks at the door of the room, and enters, once in the room the unfamiliar person

can proceed with a period of non-threatening eye contact, then moves toward the dog with an out-

stretched hand, bend down with sideways posture towards dog with a soft voice.

o Toddler

▪ Toddler doll is moved into place using the handler, once entering the room the toddler doll is moved

closer to the dog. After 10 seconds of interaction, the toddler is removed from the room.

o Fake Cat

▪ Fake cat test is similar to the toddler test, a fake cat is moved into the room in the arms of the handler.

The handler is stroking the fake cat as the handler moves closer towards the dog.

o Time Alone

▪ The handler and observer in the test exit the assessment area for a brief period of time, 1- 3 minutes,

leaving the dog alone and ensuring they are out of sight.

o Dog-Dog

▪ Using the same or opposite sex that is known to be a non-threatening dog, and the same size. The

introduction of the two dogs normally occurs in a yard, or open area on a leash, slowly moving the dogs

closer to find a threshold. Other methods of a meet and greet can include through the fence contact if

handlers are cautious with the dog and possibility of being aggressive.

The purposes of these assessments are to outline different behavioural attributes of dogs, whether it is arousal, aggression,

anxiety, separation anxiety, fear, or other manageable problems that can either be deemed unsuitable for adoption or outlined

for the use of behavioural modification. These are classified using either Quantitative or Qualitative methodology. Most

behavioural assessments use Quantitative methods of recording data, that is measuring the quantity of the behaviour which

increases objectiveness. On the other hand, Qualitative research methods are descriptive and analysed for themes, therefore

decreasing its ability to be analysed statistically.

Using either methodology gives shelters and rescue organisations the ability to outline whether the dog has any behavioural

problems in the given multivariable assessment. These types of behavioural problems can include:



• Separation Anxiety

o Described as the display of distress responses to being left alone or separated from the owner(Overall

et al., 2001)

• Hyper attachment

o Described as dogs exhibiting constant-seeking behaviours such as needy or insecure dogs (Ogata,

2016).

• Aggression (Luescher and Reisner, 2008)

o Resource related

o Conflict-related

o Territorial

o Predatory

o Play-related

o Excitement-induced

o Offensive/Defensive

• Arousal

o Generalised physiological response resulting in increased motor activity levels, increased vigilance and

greater sensory processing that prepares an individual for action (Weil et al., 2010)

• Anxiety

o Considered to be an adaptive response to enable avoidance of a perceived or anticipated threatening

stimulus (Ogata, 2016).

• Fear

o Central state is driven by threatening stimuli, and it results in adaptive behavioural responses that are

elicited to manage the threat (Adophs, 2013).

The ability to recognise these behavioural problems can give insight into the dogs’ behaviour, even if the assessment

is highly variable. The ability to understand at what level the behaviour is deemed detrimental to the quality of life of

the animal should be understood. Whether it is the ability to recognise aggression on any of the levels categorised

above, or if it is the ability just to understand the behavioural repertoire in that one instance. The problem that is faced

is whether we use this tool as a diagnostic instrument or rather a single piece of a broader puzzle to understand the

behaviour of the dogs in both shelters and private organisations until an effective assessment is found.
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