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As has been discussed, wild and crazy behaviors in 
dogs can result from a number of different factors 
ranging from genetics to training methods to early 
negative experiences. In addition, they can be the 
result of some physiological problems as well. Any 
one or a combination of these factors could be 
impacting your dog.

What was not well known until recently is the 
role of diet.

Things like excessive barking, mood swings, 
restless sleep, compulsive disorders, reactivity, 
aggression, hyperactivity, and biting can all be 
symptoms of a poor diet. So, along with engaging 
in training sessions to enable your dog to be 
calmer and more relaxed, it is important to 
consider your dog’s diet. If your dog’s unwanted 
behaviors have an underlying reason that are 
caused by his diet, your success with training 
and helping your dog to relax may be limited. To 
avoid these limitations, take some time to do your 
homework and look at your dog’s food.

You can start your investigation with a close look 
at nutritional models for humans. This avenue 
can help you to learn about food choices that 
negatively influence how humans behave and, as 
you will see, can affect the way your dog behaves 
as well.

The Child Wisdom web site (see Resources) has 
great information about how food affects human 
children. We now know that similar processes are 
at work with our pet dogs: 

Food Sensitivities/Allergies—Some people get 
depressed or behave irrationally after they eat 
(often unknowingly) something to which they are 
sensitive or allergic. This phenomenon, sometimes 
called a “brain allergy” has been widely reported 
and sometimes appears in patients who display 
mental health symptoms.

True classic food allergies involve an 
antigenantibody immune response (IgE-mediated) 
and are relatively rare. About 5% of children and 
about 2% of adults are reported to have these 

“true food allergies.” 
In contrast, food 
sensitivities, sometimes 
called food intolerances, 
are reported by almost 
25% of Americans.... 
Any food may cause a 
reaction, but the most 
commonly reported food sensitivities involve 
wheat gluten, dairy products, yeast, corn, eggs, 
soy, grapes, oranges, chocolate and synthetic food 
additives.

While dogs are classified as carnivores, they 
are known to eat both plant matter and meat. 
Based on many field observations, “opportunistic 
scavengers” has become the more fitting 
description of their dietary practices—eating 
whatever is available. It’s no wonder that dogs 
will eat just about anything that is put in their 
bowls including processed pet foods with minimal 
nutritional value. Just because most dogs will eat 
whatever is put in their bowl, doesn’t necessarily 
mean it’s good for them—many of our pets are 
eating foods that can be linked to behavioral 
problems.

Feeding for Behavioral Health—What’s 
in Your Dog’s Bowl?
As pet parents and providers, it’s important to 
give active thought to what you feed your dog 
since different foods will lead to different results. 
According to many veterinarian and behavior 
experts, we are producing generations of health 
and behavior problems for dogs by feeding overly 
processed, chemical and dye-laden commercial 
dog foods that appear wonderful to humans, but 
often have nutritional deficits and long-term toxic 
effects.

Part of this problem starts with the companies 
producing many of the popular name brands of 
food. A Whole Dog Journal article entitled “Made 
in a Secret Location” written by Nancy Kern 
states: Mostly, the giant companies, corporate 
cousins to the human food manufacturing industry, 
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serve (partially) to spin figurative gold out of 
the “straw” leftovers from the human food side. 
The human food processors use the good parts, 
and the food fragments that would otherwise 
be wasted are put to good use in pet foods. 
The result is a consistent, inexpensive, but not 
particularly healthy food that is readily available 
anywhere in the country.

Furthermore, consider this:

The “whole grains” used in many dog foods have 
had the starch removed and the oil extracted 
(usually by chemical processing) for vegetable oil; 
or they are the hulls and other remnants from the 
milling process. If whole grains are used, they may 
have been deemed unfit for human consumption 
because of mold, contaminants, or poor storage 
practices. (Messonnier, 2000.)

An additional problem is the use of corn in 
commercial dog foods. Used as a protein source 
to save money in many popular foods, corn 
presents a completely different set of difficulties 
for dogs suffering from behavior issues or stress-
related problems as it can reduce the amount of 
serotonin in a dog. “A common protein source

in dog food is corn. Corn, however, is unusually 
low in tryptophan and represents some risk to 
animals sensitive to serotonergic under activity,” 
according to canine researcher James O’Heare. 
Serotonin is what keeps dogs well balanced and 
helps to control moods, arousal, and sensitivities 
to pain, sounds, and touch. It is also the major 
component in healthy sleep/wake cycles. An 
imbalance of serotonin can cause sleep problems 
which frequently exacerbate behavior problems 
during times when the dog is awake; thus making 
training or modification that much more difficult. 
Many behaviorists and vets now recommend the 
complete elimination of corn in the diet because 
of this problem. (O’Heare, 2005.)

Other studies are showing that increasing the 
quality of the food along with the levels of protein 
can result in calmer dogs. For 
example, canine behaviorist 
Steven Lindsay states in a 
recent book that researchers 
“…have reported that a high-

quality diet with increased levels of protein (29%) 
and fat (20.5%) appears to produce a calming 
effect…” (Lindsay, 2005). We do know how junk 
carbohydrates and junk food affect humans, and 
it doesn’t take much of a leap to believe that 
products affecting our behavior or moods can 
also affect dog behavior. Liz Palika, a dog trainer 
and writer writes about the connection she saw 
in her puppy classes in an article for Dog World 
Magazine: “In 1995 and 1996 I began to notice that 
a number of the Labrador and Golden Retriever 
puppies in our puppy kindergarten classes had 
trouble holding still.” Palika and her assistants 
began taking notes, talking to the owners, and 
recording the activity of the puppies, many of 
whom they concluded were “hyper.” The common 
factor was that nearly all of the “hyper” puppies 
were eating a high-carb diet. Once the dogs 
were switched to diets that contained fewer 
carbohydrates, Palika noted that 75% of the 
puppies were noticeably calmer within two weeks. 
(Palika, 2002.)

James O’Heare has concluded that “Much 
behavior is influenced by physiological processes, 
including the activity of the neurotransmitters and 
hormones. Since these chemicals are synthesized 
from dietary nutrients, it stands to reason that 
the nutrients consumed can influence the levels of 
some of these chemicals and the processes they 
are involved in.” (O’Heare, 2007.)

Be an Informed Pet Parent
So what’s a pet parent to do? The bags of food 
at pet stores and supermarkets look tantalizing, 
and they all claim to meet the nutritional needs 
for your dog. Many also claim to benefit the 
maintenance/health of different body types and 
specific groups such as large-breed puppies, 
overweight dogs, or senior canines. So which ones 
are telling the truth, and how do you choose the 
best possible food for your dog’s needs?

The best way to understand dog food is to read 
the labels carefully.

Dog food labels are similar to those on human 
food products; ingredients are listed in descending 
order by weight. The first five ingredients make 
up the bulk of the food, so those are the most 
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important to look at when selecting a dog food 
brand. Meat or a specific type of meat meal should 
always be the first ingredient on the label. Choose 
a product that identifies the type of meat or meal 
as “chicken,” or “lamb meal.” Avoid those that say 
“poultry” or “meat meal” which can contain just 
about anything that fits under that title, including 
road kill and diseased animals.

As your investigation continues, also look to make 
sure the first ingredient is not a meat by-product. 
By-products are not muscle meats, and can 
include leftover animal components such as lungs, 
kidneys, brain, spleen, liver, bone, blood, fatty tissue, 
stomach, and intestines freed of their contents. 
There are mixed feelings about the use of by-
products in dog food, but the fact is, some dogs 
have trouble digesting these. Given there are many 
great foods that don’t include by-products, it is be 
best to shy away from those that do.

The next step in selecting a good food is to look 
at the type and amounts of grains listed on the 
label. Grains are normally used to keep production 
costs down, and while certain grains are beneficial 
to good health, others are known to cause 
sensitivities. Higher grain content means you will 
need to feed more cups of food, since it takes a 
lot more grain than meat to reach the nutritional 
levels required to satisfy a dog’s need for protein. 
For this reason, you can actually end up spending 
more per cup for many of the “cheap” brands than

the high-end foods, not to mention you will have 
an increase in the amount of bowel movements 
that could lead to housetraining problems or 
stress as your dog’s need to eliminate increases. 
If your dog does not have free access to his potty 
area, he may develop anxiety problems as he tries 
to “hold it,” so as not to have an accident in his 
crate or the house. Many companies now offer 
no-grain choices of their dog food.

In addition, carbohydrates act much like sugar. 
These high grain-content foods produce excessive 
energy for about two hours after ingestion, which 
is illustrated in the way athletes “carb up” for an 
energy boost before they need to perform. The 
high-carbohydrate dog foods do the same thing 
to your dog, except most people do not provide 

their canines with the right combination of mental 
and physical exercise necessary to work off all 
that energy. This can result in destruction to your 
home or yard, or other behaviors such as rough 
play and biting.

Behaviorally speaking, everything from  
housetraining problems to overly energetic dogs 
can be linked to poor quality foods, and some of 
these behaviors are caused by the preservatives, 
additives, and dyes used in kibble. The health 
considerations of these compounds are plentiful 
and can lead to a dog displaying his distress 
behaviorally.

The chemicals most often associated with 
cancer and other toxic driven diseases are the 
preservatives found in many dog foods. BHA

(Butylated hydroxyanisole), BHT (Butylated 
hydroxytoluene), and Ethoxyquin are all known 
carcinogens and, by regulation, are limited in 
human food, but are used as preservatives in 
many dog foods and dog treats. If you see these 
ingredients listed on the bag, put the bag back on 
the shelf and keep looking.

It is far better to look for a food that uses 
natural ingredients as preservatives. Some natural 
alternatives are composed of tocopherols 
(vitamin E), citric or ascorbic acid (vitamin C), or 
a combination of the two. In addition, look for the 
bags that have manufactured dates on the bag, as 
this ensures freshness, since food preserved with 
products that are more natural will not have as 
long of a shelf life.

Those foods designed for specific age, weight, 
or body-types also seem like a wonderful idea. 
However manufacturers simply add more 
supplements (that have been processed and 
preserved along with the food) in order to make 
their specialty claims. It is far better to add your 
own supplements with recommendations from 
your veterinarian or health-care advisor, but most 
of the high-end foods will provide all the vitamins 
and minerals all dogs need to maintain health.

How and When to Feed Your Dog
The ideal regimen is to feed an adult dog two or 
three times per day. Glucose levels are greatly 
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affected by food (the same as in humans), so it 
is important to feed regularly to prevent these 
levels from becoming erratic as they increase and 
decrease respectively for those dogs that only 
eat once a day, or nibbles his food at will without 
access to expend the on-going energy made 
available by snacking all day. Give your dog his 
food, but don’t leave it out all day (so-called “free 
feeding”). If he does not eat it when you place it 
out, pick it up until the next scheduled time.

As a real bonus for your dog, try feeding him 
using food-carrier toys such as Kongs™ or Buster 
Cubes™ as a way to provide mental and physical 
exercise. These are great for those dogs that like 
to take their time eating. These “food puzzles” will 
also help slow down those dogs that “vacuum” 
their food from the bowl at break-neck speed.

Whether it is dry kibble, canned, raw, cooked, 
freeze-dried, or a combination of these, it is 
essential to do your homework when choosing 
food for your dog. The bottom line is to read the 
ingredients and feed your dog healthy foods to 
achieve good mental and physical health for the 
duration of your dog’s life, as well as to help your 
dog relax from the inside while working on the 
outside behavioral skills.

Here are some of the brands 
that have made the Whole Dog 
Journal’s list of recommended 
brands for several years running:
California Natural  

Canidae (no grain formula)

Blue Buffalo 

Flint River Ranch Dry Water (Mail Order)

 Solid Gold (San Diego based company)

Fromm Four Star Nutritionals (grain free)

By Nature Organics

Nature’s Variey

Natural Balance Dry Dog Food 

Innova 

Raw Instinct (grain free)

Taste of the Wild (grain free)

Wellness

Wysong

There are also many great raw diets that are 
conveniently freeze-dried and packaged. 

Some of the brands on the 
Whole Dog Journal’s “Not 
Recommended” list are:
Diamond’s Premium

Eukaneuba Adult

Iams 

Nature’s Recipe

Nutro Max

Purina One 

Beniful

Science Diet 

Pedigree Prime
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