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Many people resist using food as a reward  
when training, or if they are willing to try  
food as a reinforcement, many are 

unwilling to keep the reinforcement rate high 
enough to make a significant emotional impact 
on their dog’s thought process.  This often 
happens because they don’t always have a detailed 
understanding of how and when to use food, so 
the trend is to focus more on overfeeding issues 
than the value of using one of the most important 
resources in a dog’s life.

Simply put, food equals survival for dogs, and 
what really makes this fascinating are some recent 
studies showing that dogs were more excited and 
willing to work for their food, than receiving it in a 
dish each day.  

Domestic dogs that live as feral dogs have been 
the subject of some great studies recently.  And 
the scientific world is learning so much more 
about dogs by observing them in these natural 
states rather than in lab settings, (such as our 
homes).  That knowledge is helping pet parents 
train their dogs more effectively.  By observing 
feral dogs, scientists have learned that they spend 
a good deal of their day scavenging and looking 
for food, so when humans put their kibble in the 
bowl each day, we are forcing our dogs into the 
unemployment line!

Using food during training helps dogs, twofold:  
First, they get to “earn” their food and satisfy 
an innate need to scavenge, and, 2nd, the food 
itself makes that impact on the brain that builds 
neuropath ways of new behaviors faster and 
stronger.

With that in mind, it’s important when you are 
first teaching your dog any new behavior, or 
trying to work on modifying an old one, that 
you are generous with the food in the beginning.  
However, your intention should be to use less and 
less food as your dog understands the connection, 
and as the desired behavior builds toward muscle 
memory.  Once you have muscle memory, your 
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dog won’t even have to think when he hears, “Sit.”  
It will be automatic, just like many of the things we 
do in our daily lives, such as driving.

Unfortunately, when there is resistance to using 
food rewards early on, the dog misses out on 
building those strong neuropathways for the new 
behavior and that often allows the old, unwanted 
behaviors to surface when your dog is feeling 
stressed or overly excited by the environment.  
Stress hormones, whether they manifest from 
good or bad stress, will always trump unstable or 
weak behaviors, and in these situations, you might 
find your dog pulling the old behaviors out of his 
toolbox when under pressure.  That’s why it’s so 
important to be liberal with your food rewards in 
the beginning.

Think of it like this:  If you were to go to Las 
Vegas for the first time with several hundred of 
your hard-earned dollars, and you played a slot 
machine that paid you 
nothing after you dumped 
all your money in there, the 
chances are that you would 
never play again.  However, 
if you took that same 
money and put a couple of 
bucks into a machine and 
it paid a whole bunch, you 
would be hooked and likely to play again, hoping 
for more.  With your dog, you need to pay off big 
early on so he chooses to “gamble” on you during 
training, otherwise, he may walk away believing it’s 
not worth all the effort to earn a piece of kibble 
now and then.

As you progress with your training, the focus can 
be to fade the food, but only after the behavior is 
strong, and generalized in many different situations 
and environments.  

Look at the following list of food rewards and 
their calorie counts; it should make you feel much 
better that you really are not going overboard 
with the food rewards.  Most dogs will quickly 
burn the extra calories during training, and you 
can always reduce their total daily kibble!
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Examples of Different Valued Food 
Rewards and Their Calorie Content:

Vienna Sausages:  One sausage equals 40-50 treats 
and has 40 calories

Natural Balance Log:  One treat cut to the size 
below would equal 1 calorie

Turkey Hot Dog:  One turkey dog equals 80-100 
treats and has 70 calories

Cheddar/Jack Cheese:  1 ounce equals 90-100 
treats and has 110 calories

Chicken White Breast:  5 ounces equals 80-100 
treats and has 80 calories

¼ Cup Typical Dry Kibble:  equals 90-125 treats 
and has 90-125 calories 

Cut your treats this size for  most sized 
dogs, smaller for tiny dogs or puppies


