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Guarding food items 

ÅAdaptive  

ÅNormal between conspecifics 

ÅProblematic when directed toward humans 



Guarding non-food items 

ÅAlso normal 

ÅAlso sometimes 

problematic 

ÅTriggers ï fuzzy vs 

clear  
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Overview 

ÅWhat does guarding look like? 

ÅResearch 

ÅFood guarding in shelters 

ÅWorking with food guarders 

ÅWorking with toy and chewy guarders 

Photo: K Suhrenbrock 



What does it look like? 



Hard eye 
ÅHalf moon  of white around eye (Whale 

eye) 

ÅDilated pupil 

ÅHard stare 

ÅStiff body 

ÅTense face 



Freeze 

Å Suddenly and without warning  

ÅNot intuitive for us 



Growl/snarl 

ÅEasier to read 

ÅNote dilated pupils 

ÅTense face 

ÅStiff body 
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Snap/bite 



How common is this? 

17-30% of English Springer Spaniels 
(Reisner, Houpt, and Shofer, 2005) 

15% of shelter dogs (Center for Shelter Dogs) 

14% of shelter dogs (Mohan-Gibbons, Weiss 

and Slater, 2012) 



Food guarding in shelters 

ÅFrequently assessed  

ÅFalse positives? 

ÅFalse negatives? 

ÅEuthanasia? 

 



Food guarding in shelters 

Å92% of shelters assess for food 

aggression  

Å34% attempted b-mod 

Å51% made no attempt to offer food 
guarders for adoption 

Mohan-Gibbons, Weiss and Slater, 2012 

 



A small rant 

Behavior in shelter vs. behavior in home 



Use of Assess-A-Hand 

 



How to assess 

ÅHow many approaches? 

ÅTouch the bowl? The dog? 

ÅHow many times? 

ÅWhen do you stop? 

ÅñLetôs just see what heôll doéò 

 

 



ASPCA research 

Å96 dogs 

ÅRestrictions/exclusions 

ÅFree feeding, enrichment 

ÅNo b-mod 

ÅAdopter instructions 

 

 



Results 

ÅClient compliance (crappy!) 

ÅIn-home behavior 6% 

ÅReturn rate 5% 



Center for Shelter Dogs 

research 



Treating food guarding 

ÅManagement  

ÅDesensitization/counterconditioning 

ÅOperant approaches 



Management 



Desensitization and 

counterconditioning 

ÅApproach/drop or hand food 

ÅApproach/pick up bowl, add food 

ÅApproach, touch dog 

ÅApproach, touch face 

ÅApproach, push face out of bowl 



Dropping food 



Handing food 



Add food to bowl 



Touch dog 

ÅBack 

ÅNeck 

ÅCollar  

ÅFace 



Proofing 

ÅNew people 

ÅNew areas 

ÅFound/dropped food 

ÅDeer legs? 



Expert tips  

ÅWait for happy  

ÅGo slow to go fast 

ÅBody language clues 



Case study: Candy 

Å9 year old Doberman 

ÅRelinquished to shelter 

ÅAssessment 

ÅTraining 

ÅGeneralization 

ÅResults 



Initial assessment 



First session 



In-home work 



Results 

ÅAdopted after 6 

weeks! 

ÅNo reports of 

guarding in new 

home 



Operant approaches: back 



More operant approaches 

ÅLeave it 

ÅBack up 

ÅSit 



Leave it 

Photo: Aryn Hervel 

Leaps and Hounds Dog Training 

Novato, CA 



Sit/wait/release 



Tethering 



Guarding other  

non-food items 

Photo: Nina Stively 



Factors affecting prognosis 

ÅNumber of triggers 

ÅFuzzy triggers 

ÅBite inhibition 



Location/lap guarding 

ÅManagement 

ÅTeaching ñoffò 

ÅSending away 

ÅMoving dog off lap 

 


