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Training With Food:

It’s a Good Thing!
Many pet owners and veterinarians are concerned about training with food because they don’t want dogs to be overfed.  This is a good thing!  There are too many overweight dogs out there that get treats and extra food for no reason at all, so concern about overfeeding is valid and worthwhile.  

Overeating is easily prevented while you train with food by having your dog work for his kibble; in other words, kibble that would normally be fed out of his food bowl.  There is no rule that says that all of a dog’s food rewards have to be treats.  At home you can use kibble for most of the exercises that call for “treats”.

A good way to do this is to measure out your dog’s daily ration of food and place it into a Ziploc bag in the morning.  Add your dog’s daily ration of treats and mix it in.  The treats that you use should be no bigger than the tip of your pinky finger (freeze-dried liver, for example, can be broken into little bits).  By mixing it in, your dog will work hard for you because his next treat could be a really special one.  Think of it like a slot machine.
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You could also purchase another high quality tasty kibble that is only used during training sessions.  It will not be high in calories, so you won’t feel like you’re giving too much.  For really demanding jobs like recall or “playing vet” where the dog’s paws and mouth are being handled, you will need some high value treats.  It is o.k. for a dog to have people food in moderation.  If there is a day where the dog is given extra people food or treats, you can reduce the amount of kibble you give him.  It is important to note here, that food that makes us fat also makes dogs fat!  Foods with sauces, cooked in butter and oils are not good choices.  If you are working on a difficult exercise and need a really special treat, you can use boiled chicken cut into tiny pieces, or veggie hot dogs.  When using a high value reward such as boiled chicken, it is not quantity but quality that counts with dogs.  You can use the tiniest of piece as a reward, and your dog won’t be concerned that he only got a small piece.  He’ll just work harder for another one!
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