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Twice as Nice?
Dog trainers almost universally 
agree that adopting siblings is a 

terrible idea. Then why do so many people do it?

By nancy kerns

As you may know, because for months I’ve talked about almost nothing else, I’ve been 
on a puppy-fostering jag since November. My shelter has a hard time with keeping 
large litters of puppies clean, warm, dry, and healthy, particularly in the winter; I 

guess that’s true for many if not most shelters. So I’ve been taking on one litter after another, 
starting with my first-ever foster-fail pup Woody, who was one of nine puppies; then a 
litter of six Chihuahua/terrier-mixes, all boys; another litter of nine cattle dog/pit-mixes, 
all adorably freckled; and I’m at the tail end (no pun intended) of a litter of seven German 
Shepherd/hound/who-knows-what-mixes. Playing with and caring for the pups has been 
fun, challenging, messy, expensive, and interesting! But here is the latest thing I’ve been 
fascinated with: the people who come to adopt a puppy – and end up walking out, or at least 
trying to walk out, with two.

It’s happened every single time that 
I brought the pups to the shelter. As soon 
as the pups in a given litter were judged to 
be big enough, healthy enough, and social-
ized enough to be put up for adoption, and 
I brought them (tearfully) to the shelter, a 
parade of potential adopters came to meet 
and greet them. Not a single person walked 
in saying “I want to adopt two puppies!” – but 
almost everyone said, at some puppy-covered 
point, “Oh honey, should we get two?”

For some people it’s a joke – someone teas-
ing his or her partner. For some, it’s a fleeting 
impulse, one that’s quickly banished by the 
reality of the size (and cost!) of the commit-
ment. But some people jump in with both 
feet! They hadn’t considered it before, but by 
gosh, they have every reason to do so now. 

My shelter doesn’t have a policy against 
such a thing, as much as I wish they did. 
Perhaps shelters in less economically 
challenged parts of the country are more 
selective about sending puppies out the 
door; here, they are happy to place two at 
once . . . even if I’m standing on the sidelines, 
wringing my hands.

My hand-wringing and dire predictions 
worked to dissuade adopters every time, until 
this last litter. I wasn’t there to cheerily let the 
owners know everything that could go wrong 

when adopting two, and guess what? The 
shelter put me in touch with the young couple 
with the five year old son who did adopt 
two pups. It seems they are having trouble 
managing both puppies. I’m giving them lots 
of advice and encouragement – and begging 
them to stay open to the idea of returning 
one while they are still young enough to be 
relatively undamaged by time getting away 
with the sort of behaviors that lead many 
people to return pups as adolescents: a lack 
of housetraining, barking at novel things, and 
chasing, jumping up on, and biting the baby. 

Why am I and so many trainers against 
this practice? The biggest reason is that 
puppies tend to bond more to each other than 
to their new human family members, making 
training and management much more 
difficult. Many dogs raised full-time with 
a sibling also develop crushing separation 
distress when they have to be separated. So 
when people say, “Oh, I just can’t separate 
them, they are so cute together!”, I always 
say, “Here, let me! You are all going to be a 
lot better off!”

What’s your opinion? Do you have problem-
free sibling dogs? Or have you experienced all 
the bad things that, later, trainers told you  
would happen?

   E d i to r ’s  n ot e  
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Do You Know  
What I Can See?
Studies show that dogs can make decisions 
based on what they think humans know or see. 

By Linda P. Case, MS

Chippy, our Toller, is a terrible food thief. (Of course, the use of the word terrible 
is one of perspective. Given his impressive success rate, Chippy would argue 
that he is actually a very good food thief). He’s an incredibly sweet-looking 

dog; just don’t turn your back on your toast. Or any delicious food! Chip has 
become so proficient at his food thievery that our dog friends all know to “keep 
eyes on Chippy” whenever we celebrate a birthday or have snacks after an evening 
of training. We are often reminded of the now-infamous “birthday cake incident” 
during which Chip and Grace, an equally talented Aussie friend, succeeded in 
reducing a section of cake to mere crumbs, no evidence to be found. Suffice it to 
say, we watch food in our house.

Like many other expert food thieves, 
Chip is quite careful in his pilfering 
decisions. He will steal only when we are 
not in the room or when we are being 
inattentive. The parsimonious (simplest) 
explanation of this is a behavioristic 
one: Chip learned early in life that he 
was more likely to be successful at taking 
forbidden tidbits when a human was 
not in the room, and more likely to be 
unsuccessful if someone was present and 
attentive to him. In other words, like 
many dogs who excel at food thievery, 
Chip learned what works!

However, while a behavioristic 
explanation covers most aspects of 
selective stealing behavior in dogs, a 
set of research studies conducted by 
cognitive scientists suggest that there 
may be a bit more going on here.

Do Dogs Have a 
“Theory of Mind”? 
Many dog owners can attest to the fact 
that dogs will alter their behavior in 
response to whether a person is actively 
paying attention to them or is distracted. 

For example, in separate studies, dogs 
were more apt to steal a piece of food 
from an inattentive person, and would 
preferentially beg from an attentive 
person.1,2 

One could explain this in very 
simple terms, based on well-established 
observations about how animals learn. 
For example, a dog could learn over 
time that human gaze and attentiveness 
reliably predict certain outcomes, such as 
positive interactions and opportunities 
to beg for food. Similarly, a lack of eye 
contact and attention might reliably 
predict opportunities to steal a tidbit (or 
two or five).

But it’s also possible that, just like 
humans, dogs use a person’s gaze to 
determine what that person does or 
does not know. This type of learning 
is considered to be a higher-level 
cognitive process because it requires 
“perspective-taking”– meaning that the 
dog is able to view a situation through 
the perspective of the human, and can 
then make decisions according to what 
that individual is aware of. The import 
of this type of thinking is that it reveals 
at least a rudimentary “theory of mind” 
– the ability to consider what another 
individual knows or may be thinking.

So, while it’s established that dogs 
are sensitive to the cues that human eye 
contact and gaze provide, it’s not clear 
whether they can use this information to 
determine what the person may or may 
not know. 

Enter the cognitive scientists!

The Toy Study
Here’s one approach to teasing out 
“theory of mind” evidence: Researchers 
set up a scene that causes the test subjects 
to change their behavior based on the 
inferences they draw from watching 
another being, whose own view of the 
scene is limited. They wanted to see what 
a dog does when he can see that a human 
may or may not be able to see what the 
dog sees.

In 2009, Juliane Kaminski and her 
colleagues at the Max Planck Institute 
for Evolutionary Anthropology set up a 
clever experiment3 in which they used a 
barrier that was transparent on one end 
and opaque on the other end. A dog and 
a human were positioned on opposite 

 t he   s c i e n c e  d o g  

Chippy is well trained, so even though 
he’s famous for eating food he knows he 
shouldn’t when we’re not looking, as long 
as we pay attention to him, even his own 
birthday cake  is safe . . . until we give the 
word. Then it’s going to disappear fast!
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sides of the barrier, and two identical 
toys were placed on the same side of the 
barrier as the dog. The dog was then 
asked to “Fetch!” They found that the 
dogs preferred to retrieve the toy that 
both the dog and the person could see, 
over the toy that only the dog could see.

The results suggested that the dogs 
were aware that their owners could not 
know that there was a toy located out of 
their view, and so retrieved the toy that 
they (presumably) assumed that their 
owner was requesting. 

An additional finding of this study 
was that the dogs were capable of this 
distinction only in the present, at the 
time that the owner’s view was blocked. 
When the researchers tested dogs’ ability 
to remember what the owner had been 
able to see in the past, such as a toy being 
placed in a certain location, the dogs 
failed at that task.

Food Thievery Study
Recently, the same researchers4 provided 
additional evidence that dogs are able to 
consider what a human can or cannot see. 
Twenty-eight dogs were tested regarding 
their tendency to obey a command to 

not touch a piece of food under various 
conditions; the variation had to do with 
the commanding human’s ability to see 
the food. 

The testing took place in a darkened 
room that included two lamps, one 
of which was used to i l luminate 
the experimenter and the second to 
illuminate a spot on the floor where food 
was placed. During the test conditions, 
the experimenter showed a piece of food 
to the dog and asked the dog to “leave 
it” while placing the food on the ground. 
The experimenter alternated her gaze 
between the dog and the food as she 
gradually moved away and sat down. 

In two subsequent experiments using 
the same design, the experimenter left 
the room after placing the food, and 
the degrees of illumination were varied. 
For each experiment, four different 
conditions were tested, and the dog’s 
response with the food in each set of 
conditions was recorded. The conditions 
were:

1.	Completely dark; both lamps off

2.	Food illuminated, experimenter in 
the dark

3.	Experimenter illuminated, food dark

4.	Bot h food a nd ex per i menter 
illuminated

■■ The Results –  There were several 
illuminating results in this study (sorry, I 
could not resist this opportunity to make 
that pun):

Barrier on this end is opaque;  
human cannot see this toy

Barrier on this end is transparent;  
human can see this toy

Dog can see  
human and both toys; 
dog is told to “Fetch!” 

Dogs demonstrate a preference for fetching the toys that the humans can see;  they can 
apparently can infer that the humans cannot see the ball behind the opaque barrier. 

Evidence of the Dog’s  
Theory of mind: Toy Story

More Evidence: Thief in the dark

1. 2.

3. 4.
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1Dogs steal in the dark. When 
the experimenter stayed in the room, 

dogs were significantly more likely to 
steal the food when the entire room 
was in the dark. (They do have excellent 
noses, after all). If any part of the room 
was illuminated while the experimenter 
was present, the dogs were less likely to 
steal. Conversely, when the experimenter 
was not present, illumination made no 
difference at all and most of the dogs took 
the food. (Lights on or off; they did not 
care. It was time to party!)

2 Smart Dog Thieves work fast. 
Within the set of dogs who always 

took the food, when the experimenter 
was present, they grabbed the tidbit 
significantly faster when it was in the 
dark, compared to when the food was 
illuminated. This result suggests that the 
dogs were aware that the experimenter 
could not see the food and so changed 
up their game a bit. (“I’ll just weasel on 
over to the food and snort it up, heh heh. 
She can’t see it and will never know. I am 
such a clever dog!”) Chippy would love 
these dogs.

3 It’s not seeing the human that 
matters, it’s what the human 

sees. Collectively, the three experiments 
in the study showed that illumination 
around the human did not inf luence 
the dogs’ behavior, while illumination 
around the food did (when a person was 
present). This suggests that it is not just 
a person’s presence or attentiveness that 
becomes a cue whether or not to steal, but 
that dogs may also consider what they 
think we can or cannot see when making 
a decision about what to do.

Take Away points
Without a doubt, gaze and eye contact are 
highly important to dogs. They use eye 
contact in various forms to communicate 
with us and with other animals. We 
know that many dogs naturally follow 
our gaze to distant objects (i.e., as a form 
of pointing) and that dogs will seek our 
eye contact when looking for a bit of 
help. And now we know that dogs, like 
humans and several other social species, 
can be aware of what a person may or 
may not be able to see and, on some 
level, are capable of taking that person’s 
perspective into consideration.

As a trainer and dog lover, I say, pretty 
cool stuff indeed. Chip, of course, knew 
all of this already.

Just one more thing... 
I was excited about this research because 
these results continue to “push the peanut 
forward” regarding what we understand 
about our dogs’ behavior, cognition, and 
social lives. Learning that dogs may be 
capable of taking the perspective of oth-
ers, at least in the present, adds to the 
ever-growing pile of evidence showing 
us that our dogs’ social lives are complex, 
rich, and vital to their welfare and life 
quality.

That said, because these studies had 
to do with dogs “behaving badly” – i.e., 
“stealing” food – I was a bit hesitant to 
write this article. These studies provide 
evidence that dogs have a lot more going 
on upstairs than some folks may wish to 
give them credit for. And as can happen 
with these things, evidence for one thing 
(understanding that a person cannot see 
a bit of food and so deciding to gulp 
it on down), may be inappropriately 

interpreted as evidence for another (“Oh! 
This must mean that dogs understand 
being ‘wrong!’). Well, no. It does not 
mean that at all.

If you have ever thought, “My dog 
knows he was wrong!” or “I trained him 
not to do that; he is just being willful!” 
or “He must be guilty; he is showing a 
guilty look!” – then I have a message 
for you: These studies show us that dogs 
understand what another individual may 
and may not know, based upon what that 
person can see. This is not the same, or 
even close to being the same, as showing 
that dogs understand the moral import 
or the “wrongness” of what they choose 
to do. Chippy knowing that I cannot see 
that piece of toast that he just pilfered 
is not the same as Chippy feeling badly 
that he took it. (For more on this, see 
“Debunking the Myth of the ‘Guilty 
Look,’ ” WDJ October 2015.) 

The bottom line: These studies show 
us that dogs may be sneaky, but neither 
the studies nor the results say anything at 
all about whether the dogs feel guilt when 
they sneak a bite of food they’ve been told 
to leave alone. 

Linda P. Case, MS, owns AutumnGold 
Consulting and Dog Training Center in 
Mahomet, Illinois. She is the author, most 
recently, of Beware the Straw Man (2015) 
and Dog Food Logic (2014), and many other 
books about dogs. See “Resources,” page 24, 
for Linda’s contact information, and her blog 
at thesciencedog.wordpress.com.

Appeasing, maybe. But not “guilty.” 
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Nature’s Variety
This company provides quality foods in every 
form – raw frozen, canned, kibble, and 
dehydrated – and with multiple protein sources.

by Nancy Kerns

Nature’s Variety was founded in 2001 by Bob Milligan, a Nebraska business-
man with experience in pork production and pet food manufacturing. As 
indicated by the name, he founded the company on the principle that dogs 

(and cats) should be given a variety of dietary options, both in terms of ingredients 
(chicken, beef, lamb, pork, etc.) and in the very form of food they are given (kibble, 
canned, etc.). While many companies offer a dry and a canned form of their prod-
ucts, Milligan was ahead of the curve in adding frozen raw diets to the Nature’s 
Variety offerings from the get-go. To ensure that consumers were well educated 
about these unique products and the concept of “rotational feeding” – very new 
at the time – Nature’s Variety products were sold only in independent pet supply 
stores when they were introduced to the retail market in 2002. 

The company has experienced 
continual growth since then, to the extent 
that a complete review of the company’s 
offerings is a monster of a task because 
of the sheer variety (sorry about the pun) 

and number of skus (stock-keeping units) 
offered by the company. And it’s not a 
sitting target! At press time, the company 
was announcing a number of changes to 
its lineups. 

Nature’s Variety offers two distinct-
ly different lines of food: Instinct and 
Prairie. True to the promise of “variety” 
present in the company’s name, each 
line offers several forms of food – which 
may include kibble, canned, raw frozen, 
dehydrated raw, and/or treats – that are 
all formulated in accordance with the 
precepts of that line. 

INSTINCT 
All of the products in all of the Nature’s 
Variety Instinct lines are grain-free and 
contain raw meats – some, more raw 
than others. 

■■ Raw frozen diets
Nature’s Variety’s frozen raw diets are 

the foundation of the Instinct line. Eight 
different formulas are available: beef, 
chicken, duck, lamb, rabbit, tuna, tur-
key, and venison. Three of the formulas 
(beef, lamb, turkey) contain protein from 
only the species of animal in the name. 
The rest contain various proteins from 
a second species: The chicken products 
also contain turkey heart and liver; the 
duck products also contain turkey heart, 
liver, and ground bone; the rabbit prod-
ucts also contain pork liver, heart, fat, 
and ground bone; the tuna products also 
contain chicken meat, ground bone, and 
liver; and the venison products also con-
tain lamb ground bone, kidney, heart, 
and liver.) 

All of these diets are comprised of 
95 percent animal ingredients: named 
meats, organs, and ground bone. The 
rest is comprised of vegetables, fruit, and 
other foods, including pumpkinseeds, 
flaxseed, yeast culture, Montmorillonite 
clay (a natural source of trace minerals), 
salt, cod liver oil, dried kelp, and dried 
chicory root.

These foods do not contain vitamin/
mineral premixes. 

All of the products contain a min-
imum of 14 or 15 percent protein 
(depending on the formula) and a mini-
mum of 8 or 9 percent fat on an as-fed 
basis. (See “As Fed Vs. Dry Matter” on 
the next page.) 

 p e t  f o o d  p r o f i l e  

Whether you want to feed kibble, canned, 
dehydrated, or raw-frozen, there is an 
Instinct grain-free food for your dog.
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These frozen raw formulas are of-
fered in four different forms: “raw bites” 
(grape-sized nuggets); “raw medallions” 
(1-ounce, coin-shaped); “raw patties” 
(8-ounce, hamburger-patty-shaped); and 
a 5-pound “chub” (a solid tube of food). 
All eight formulas are available in the 
raw patties; seven formulas are offered 
in “bite” form; six in the medallions; and 
only two in the chubs. The ingredients 
for each variety are the same, no matter 
the form it comes in; in other words, the 
Chicken variety has the same ingredients 
whether it’s in the bites, medallions, pat-
ties, or chub form.

Each of the formulas provides 
“complete and balanced” nutrition 
for dogs of all life stages. Each of the 
products carries the statement that 
they are “comparable in nutritional 
adequacy to a product which has been 
substantiated using AAFCO feeding 
tests.” This statement should alert the 
consumer that the product has qualified 
as “complete and balanced” by virtue of 
what’s known as the AAFCO “family 
rule.” For an explanation of the strengths 
and weaknesses of this qualification, see 
“By What Standard?” on page 11.

Though it is under no obligation to 
disclose which product was actually 
subjected to feeding trials – the “lead 
product” – Nature’s Variety disclosed to 
WDJ that the company subjected its Raw 
Chicken diet to feeding trials between 
2007 and 2010; that’s the lead product. 
The company’s other raw frozen diets 
have met the criteria for inclusion in that 
product’s “family.” 

As of press time, complete nutrient 
analyses for these or the other Nature’s 
Variety products are not made avail-
able to consumers upon request, nor are 
they available on the company’s web-
site, though, according to a company 
spokesperson, the company websites 
are undergoing a complete redesign and 
this information may well be available at 
some time.

All of the raw frozen products are 
made in Nature’s Variety’s own facility 
in Lincoln, Nebraska (a facility that I 
toured in 2005, and again, a decade later, 
in September 2015). After production, all 
of the Instinct raw frozen products are 
treated with high pressure processing 
(HPP) by Universal Pasteurization, 
also in Lincoln, Nebraska. HPP kills 
pathogenic bacteria that might be present 
in raw meats and renders this finished 
product free of any possible pathogens. 

(For more information about HPP, see 
“High Pressure Processing” in the April 
2015 issue of WDJ.)

■■ Freeeze-dried foods
Instinct’s raw-food offerings also 

include freeze-dried products. These 
offerings are much more limited than 
the raw-frozen line; only three complete 
and balanced formulas are made: beef, 
chicken, and lamb. 

As with the raw frozen food, the 
chicken variety also contains turkey liver 

and turkey heart, and the beef and lamb 
varieties only contain protein from those 
animal species. 

Comparing the freeze dried foods to 
the raw frozen foods is interesting; we 
assumed that Nature’s Variety simply 
freeze-dried the raw frozen products to 
make its freeze-dried food, but that’s not 
the case. Because they fall into a different 
moisture content category (the freeze-
dried products are in the “less then 20 
percent moisture” category, and the 
raw frozen products are in the “more 

As Fed vs. Dry Matter
The percentages of protein, fat, etc., shown on a pet food label are expressed “as 
fed” – meaning, as the food is delivered in its package. Some percentage of the 
food is comprised of moisture (water), which of course contains no protein, fat, 
fiber, or any other nutrients. Kibble generally contains about 10 percent moisture; 
wet foods (canned, frozen, or fresh) contain as much as 80 percent or more 
moisture.

If you feed your dog in a manner as varied as the Nature’s Variety offerings, using 
some combination of kibble, canned, dehydrated, and frozen-raw foods, it’s 
important that you know how to compare the amounts of fat and protein in each 
form of the food, so you don’t radically overfeed or underfeed your dog. 

Let’s compare, for example, the raw-frozen Instinct Chicken food with the 
Chicken variety of the Instinct Raw Boost dehydrated food. The frozen food says 
it contains 15% protein and 9% fat; the dehydrated food says it contains 32% 
protein and 24% fat. You might be tempted to think that the dehydrated food 
has a LOT more protein and fat in it, and that you’d better not feed very much of 
it – but that’s exactly wrong. Let’s take moisture out of the equation and compare 
the foods on a dry matter basis. To do so, you also need to look at the moisture 
content listed in the guaranteed analysis.

To calculate dry matter (DM) percentages of protein and fat, first determine the 
amount of dry matter in the food by subtracting the percentage of moisture 
from 100. The raw-frozen Instinct contains 67% water, leaving 33% dry matter. The 
dehydrated Instinct contains 6% moisture, leaving 93% dry matter. 

Next, divide the “as fed” percentage of the nutrient you want to compare by 
the amount of dry matter in each product; this will give you the dry matter 
percentage of each. 

As it turns out, on a dry matter basis, the frozen diet has just a little more fat (27%)
than the dehydrated version (25%) , but way more protein: 45% to the dehydrated 
version’s 34%. It’s a good idea to make these comparisons any time you feed 
foods of different forms, such as canned and kibble foods, too.

product moisture
dry 

matter
“as-fed” 
protein 

“Dry Matter”
protein

“as-fed” 
fat

“Dry MAtter” 
fat

Instinct  
raw frozen

67% 33% 15% 45% 9% 27%

Instinct 
dehydrated

6% 97% 32% 34% 24% 25%
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than 65 percent moisture” category, the 
products cannot be considered in the 
same nutritional “family.” Therefore, they 
have to meet an AAFCO standard of their 
own, in this case, the AAFCO nutrient 
levels standard. And in order to meet that 
standard, added vitamins and minerals 
were needed. 

The Instinct freeze-dried foods 
contain a lot of the same ingredients 
as their raw frozen counterparts, but 
in slightly different order. A vitamin/
mineral pre-mix is added to these freeze-
dried products. Some carb sources (like 
butternut squash) and an apparent higher 
percentage of non-animal ingredients 
appear in these products than in the raw-
frozen ones. As a result, these products 
contain less protein and fat than the raw 
frozen diets, though you have to compare 
them on a “dry matter” basis to see this. 
(Read the “As Fed” sidebar again, to make 
sure you understand how to compare the 
protein and fat content of different forms 
of food.)

The Instinct freeze-dried diets (and 
their new incarnation, Raw Market Meal 
Blends) carry the AAFCO “nutrient lev-
els” claim of nutritional adequacy for 
dogs of all life stages.

Miscellaneous facts about NV
✗✗ Nature’s Variety had revenue in 2015 of $126.7 million. 

✗✗ The company has two production facilities in Lincoln and three warehouse 
facilities, including frozen. In 2008, Catterton, an international private equity firm, 
invested in Nature’s Variety and CEO Reed Howlett came on board. In 2009, 
the company headquarters was moved from Nebraska to St. Louis, though 
manufacturing and warehouse operations remain in Lincoln.

✗✗ Early on, NV formed an in-house “Nutrition Council” of experts within the 
company who meet to improve old products and develop new products. In 2011, 
Nature’s Variety added two outside members to that group, both of whom are 
well respected holistic veterinarians: Susan Wynn, DVM, CVA, CVCH, RH (AHG), of 
Georgia Veterinary Specialists, Atlanta, Georgia; and Lea Stogdale, DVM, Diplomate 
ACVIM Holistic and Integrative Medicine and Care, of Aesops Veterinary Care in 
Winnipeg, Manitoba. The Council meets a minimum of three times per year.

✗✗ The NV foods are formulated with input from the Nutrition Council by Susy 
Tejayadi, Ph.D., Food Science; Ricardo Moura, Ph.D., Grain Science and Industry; 
and Jason Meents, B.Sc., Animal Science.

✗✗ For years, Nature’s Variety had engaged in a number of smaller philanthropic 
and volunteer initiatives that supported its corporate mission, “empowering 
people to transform the lives of pets.” A number of these involved donations to or 
volunteer work at facilities that took care of homeless pets.

✗✗ In 2014, the company began evaluating potential partners for a formal, 
nationwide program that focused on furthering the no-kill movement. NV initially 
reached out to Best Friends in the summer of 2014. After realizing the match 
between their organizational philosophies and cultures, NV began formally 
developing a partnership with Best Friends, culminating in Nature’s Variety Instinct 
being named Best Friends’ Official Pet Food Partner of 2015. In 2016 NV continued 
as Official Pet Food Partner and expanded the relationship to also provide food 
and treats for Best Friends’ NKLA (No-Kill Los Angeles) Pet Adoption Center and 
Spay/Neuter Center, both in Los Angeles; and Best Friends Adoption Center and 
its Spay/Neuter Clinics in Salt Lake City, part of NKUT (No-Kill Utah). And when it 
opens later this year, Instinct will also feed the dogs and cats at Best Friends’ new 
adoption center in New York City.

✗✗ NV uses a “test and hold” program, and doesn’t release foods for sale until test 
results have indicated that each batch is free of Salmonella and other pathogens. 
And yet, in mid-2015, one of NV’s products was recalled for Salmonella. What 
happened? A company spokesperson answered, “The recalled lot was produced 
in our older facility, where we manufactured both pre- and post-HPP diets. In 
May of 2015, we entered a new, state-of-the-art facility to form our products 
post-HPP. It is possible that a cross contamination from pre-HPP product to post-
HPP product occurred in the recalled lot. However, with the new facility our 
pre- and post-HPP products are segregated into separate buildings, providing 
an added assurance that potential cross-contamination cannot occur again. As a 
result of the recall, we have increased our sampling plan to be even more robust, 
strengthening our testing.

“As we understand more of the capability of HPP and the characteristics unique 
to Nature’s Variety raw materials and finished goods, we continue to challenge the 
current available research with new university-driven studies. The goal of these 
studies is finding ways to continue to use proven and possibly new technologies 
to provide the safest, highest quality raw diets in the industry.”

Machines mix the raw animal ingredients 
(95% of the food) with the fruit, vegetable, 
and other food ingredients in a batch of 
Instinct raw food – and WDJ was there!
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All of the Instinct freeze-dried prod-
ucts are mixed in Nature’s Variety’s own 
production facilities in Lincoln, Nebras-
ka. They are then treated with HPP, and 
then sent to a freeze-drying facility in 
either Oregon or California. 

■■ Supplemental products
Nature’s Variety makes a number of 

“Instinct Raw Boost” freeze-dried prod-
ucts that are not complete and balanced, 
but labeled as “for supplemental or inter-
mittent feeding only.” The ingredients are 
very similar to those of the complete and 
balanced diets, without the addition of vi-
tamin or mineral sources. These products 
include Instinct Raw Boost Munchies, 
Instinct Raw Boost Minis Treats (same 
as Munchies only smaller), and Instinct 
Raw Boost Mixers. 

■■ Raw Boost Kibble
This line consists of grain-free kib-

ble with pieces of freeze-dried raw food 
mixed in the bag, a bit like Lucky Charms 
(human) cereal, only likely much health-
ier. The kibble in made at CJ Foods in 
Pawnee City, Nebraska; the bits of freeze-
dried food (made as previously described) 
is mixed with the kibble and bagged at 
CJ Foods.

All of the foods in this line contain 
more than one source of animal protein. 
Nature’s Variety says these foods are 
comprised of 70 percent or more “animal 
ingredients and nutritious oils,” with the 
balance comprised of vegetables, fruit, 
herbs, vitamins, and minerals.

There are five “regular” adult foods: 
Beef (the formula includes protein from 
beef, turkey, whitefish, lamb, and Men-
haden fish); Chicken (includes protein 
from chicken and turkey); Duck (in-
cludes duck, turkey, and salmon); Lamb 
(includes lamb, salmon, and whitefish); 
and Venison (includes venison, turkey, 
salmon, lamb, and whitefish). Then there 
are two small breed products (a chicken 
and a duck variety), a “toy” breed chicken 
variety, a puppy and a large breed puppy 
variety. All of the regular, small breed, 
and puppy varieties meet the AAFCO 
“nutrient levels” requirements for dogs 
of all life stages. There is also a variety 
meant for senior dogs that meets the 
AAFCO “nutrient levels” requirements 
for adult maintenance.

The Instinct Raw Boost kibble ranges 
from 32 to 38 percent protein and 12 to 
21 percent fat, as fed. (The small breed 
varieties contain the least amount of fat.)

■■ Kibble
There are several sub-sets of grain-free 

kibble products within the Instinct line. 
All the kibble are made at CJ Foods. 

There are three varieties of Instinct 
Ultimate Protein Kibble. All three of 
these foods are complete and balanced as 
per the AAFCO “nutrient levels” require-
ments for dogs of all life stages. These 
products contain the highest amounts 
of protein of any of Nature’s Variety’s 
kibbled foods. 

The Chicken variety contains fresh 
chicken (no chicken meal), as well as 
freeze-dried chicken, turkey, and tur-
key liver, and are labeled as containing 
a minimum of 47 percent protein and 
17 percent fat on an as-fed basis. There 
is a similarly formulated “small breed” 
chicken variety with a minimum of 18 
percent fat (as fed). 

The Duck variety contains fresh duck, 
chicken, and eggs, as well as freeze-dried 
turkey, turkey liver and duck. This variety 
also is labeled as containing a minimum 
of 47 percent protein and 17 percent fat 
(as fed).

There are six products in the line 
of “regular” Instinct dry foods: Beef, 
Chicken, Chicken for Small Breeds, 
Duck, Rabbit, and Salmon. All contain 
more than one animal protein source, 
and range from a minimum of 33 to 38 
percent protein and 15 to 20 percent fat 
(as fed).

There are five “Limited Ingredient” 
Kibble products. All of these foods 
are complete and balanced as per the 
AAFCO “nutrient levels” requirements 
for dogs of all life stages. Each contains 
just one source of animal protein. They 
are: Duck, Lamb, Rabbit, Turkey, and 
Turkey for Small Breeds. They range from 
a minimum of 22 to 32 percent protein 
and 13 to 18 percent fat on an as-fed basis.

The last Instinct kibble product is 
called Healthy Weight. Its animal protein 
sources include chicken meal, chicken, 
whitefish meal, Menhaden fish meal, and 
freeze-dried turkey, chicken, and turkey 
liver. It contains a minimum of 32 per-
cent protein and 12 percent fat. It meets 
the AAFCO “nutrient levels” for adult 
maintenance.

■■ Canned
There are nine “classic” foods in the 

Instinct canned line. Seven of these 
are formulated to meet the AAFCO 
nutrient levels requirements for dogs 
of all life stages: Beef, Chicken, Duck, 
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Lamb, Rabbit, Salmon, and Venison. 
Two products are intended for small 
breeds and meet the requirements for 
“adult maintenance” only; these come in 
chicken and salmon varieties. 

The foods are pâté-style or what 
industry folks call “loaf” products (as 
opposed to “stews”). Ninety-five percent 
of the ingredients in each of these 
foods are animal protein sources; the 
rest consists of vegetables, fruits, herbs, 
vitamins, and minerals. Consumers 
who read labels may be impressed 
by the inclusion of ingredients such 
as artichokes, cranberries, pumpkin, 
tomatoes, blueberries, broccoli, cabbage, 
kale, and parsley. While these ingredients 
are certainly nice, when they appear on 
the ingredients list after the vitamin and 
mineral supplements, you should be 
aware that they are present in miniscule, 
perhaps irrelevant quantities. 

Very recently, these foods were refor-
mulated, with most of them showing a 
small reduction in the amount of protein 
and a slightly larger (but still small) re-
duction in the amount of crude fat. For 
example, the Chicken variety went from 
11 percent protein and 8 percent fat to 10 
percent protein and 6.5 percent fat. The 
major ingredients appear to be the same, 
with very small changes in order of some 
of the lesser ingredients on the label. 

There are five Instinct “limited in-
gredient” canned foods; these, too, are 
loaf-style foods. All of them are formu-
lated to meet the AAFCO nutrient levels 
requirements for dogs of all life stages. 
These products contain protein from only 
one animal source apiece: Duck, Lamb, 
Pork, Rabbit, and Turkey. 

The Instinct website indicates that the 
Turkey, Lamb, and Duck formulas have 
been slightly revised, but only the old 
and new ingredient lists are available for 
comparison; with only one guaranteed 
analysis panel appearing on the website 
as of press time for this issue – and no 
indication as to whether they are the old 
or the new GA – it’s unclear whether 
these foods, too, have seen a reduction 

in the amount of protein and fat they 
contain.

In our opinion, the advantage of feed-
ing canned food to your dog is that you 
can purchase a complete and balanced 
diet that is mainly comprised of meat that 
is shelf-stable and that cannot contain live 
pathogenic bacteria, such as Salmonella 
or Listeria (as the heat of the canning pro-
cess cooks the meat in the can and kills 
the bacteria). Therefore, it makes sense to 
look for canned foods such as the Instinct 
products that are mostly animal products 
and do not contain grain or other carbo-
hydrate sources; if you want to feed them, 
these ingredients can be sourced in other 
forms (such as kibble, or even added as 
individual ingredients from your cup-
board) much less expensively.

The Instinct canned products are 
made by Simmons Pet Food; Simmons 
has canned food production facilities 
in Kansas, Arkansas, New Jersey; and 
Ontario. 

■■ Bones and bully sticks
Nature’s Variety sold raw, frozen beef 

bones as part of its rotational lineup from 
the beginning of the company, but re-
cently discontinued this offering. 

Its bully sticks are made by Dakota 
Treats in Hawarden, Iowa.

PRAIRIE
Prairie is Nature’s Variety’s more conven-
tional line of dog foods. These products 
do contain grains, and they cost less than 
the Instinct foods. This is how the com-
pany describes the Prairie foods on its 
website: “Prairie offers holistic foods that 
deliver optimal nourishment through a 
variety of simple, natural ingredients.”

■■ Kibble
There are four Prairie kibble formulas: 

Beef, Chicken, Lamb, and Salmon. All 
four contain more than one animal pro-
tein source, and each ingredient list starts 
with a fresh, whole, named meat source. 
All four meet the AAFCO nutrient levels 
requirements for dogs of all life stages. 

Each is labeled as containing a minimum 
of 14 percent fat and from 23 percent to 
27 percent protein (as fed). A vitamin/
mineral premix has been added to each 
formula. The guaranteed analysis (GA) of 
each food contains nutrient levels for not 
only the macronutrients that are required 
to appear (protein, fat, fiber, moisture) but 
also micronutrients including vitamin E, 
and omega 3 and 6 fatty acids. 

Like the Instinct dry foods, the 
Prairie dry foods are made by CJ Foods 
in Pawnee City, Nebraska. 

■■ Canned
Prairie’s canned foods were reformu-

lated several years ago, and are now called 
Homestyle by Prairie. There are seven 
varieties, and each is a “stew” style food: 
Beef, Beef & Bison, Chicken, Lamb, Pork 
& Sweet Potato, Salmon, and Turkey & 
Duck. Only the chicken variety contains 
only one animal protein source. All of the 
foods are labeled as meeting the AAFCO 
nutrient levels for “growth and mainte-
nance,” meaning they meet the standards 
for all life stages. 

Homestyle by Prairie foods do contain 
carbohydrate sources, such as brown rice, 
sweet potatoes, barley, oats, oatmeal, and 
potato starch (any given product may 
contain two or three of those; none of 
the foods contain all of them!). It follows, 
then, that they also are lower in protein 
(ranging from 7.5 to 8 percent) and fat 
(from 4 to 5 percent), as fed, than the 
Instinct canned foods. They also cost less.

The Homestyle by Prairie foods 
list omega-3 and -6 fatty acid levels 
on the GA on the label. In addition, 
the prairiepetfood.com pages for the 
Homestyle by Prairie canned foods list 
a lot of extra nutrient levels on the GA. 

Like the Instinct canned foods, the 
Homestyle by Prairie canned foods are 
made by Simmons Pet Food.

■■ Biscuits
There are four varieties of baked 

biscuit-style treats that are sold under the 
Prairie name: Bacon & Apples, Chicken 
& Cheddar Cheese, Peanut Butter & 
Bananas, and Pumpkin & Cranberries. 
None of the varieties contain corn, wheat, 
soy, or artificial preservatives, color, or 
flavors. They contain 8 percent protein 
and 7 percent fat (as fed), except for the 
Chicken & Cheese variety, which contains 
10 percent protein and 8 percent fat (as 
fed). The biscuits are made by Mountain 
Country Foods in Okeene, Oklahoma. 

A Word to Our Readers: Whole Dog Journal’s Mailing List Policy

Like many other publishers, we make portions of our customer list available to carefully screened 
companies that offer products and services we believe you may enjoy. Indeed, in all likelihood, we were 
able to first reach you only because another company graciously permitted us access to its customer 
list. If, when we make our list available, you do not wish to receive these offers and/or information, 
please let us know by contacting us at: 

Whole Dog Journal Opt-Out Program, PO Box 5656, Norwalk, CT 06856-5656. Please include your 
current mailing label.
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By What Standard?
A dog food may qualify as “complete and 
balanced” by any one of these three standards 
– but each says different things about the food.

by Nancy Kerns

There are three ways that a pet food can earn the right to be labeled with 
an “AAFCO” statement that says the product is “complete and balanced.” 
AAFCO – the Association of American Feed Control Officials – does not 

test or regulate pet foods; it creates model regulations that may be adopted by 
states and acted on by state feed control officials. Nevertheless, the organization 
lends its name to the standards that are applied nationally. The three methods of 
substantiation are:

■■ Passing an AAFCO feeding trial

■■ Meeting the AAFCO Nutrient 
Profiles

■■ Resembling a product that 
passed an AAFCO feeding trial, 
also known as the “family 
rule”

Each of these methods has some mer-
it and at least one deficiency in its ability 
to guarantee the nutritional adequacy 
of a pet food, so it’s good to know what 
standard your dog’s food met, and what 
it means!

Feeding trial
Every aspect of an AAFCO feeding trial is 
meant to ensure that a food is capable of 
maintaining a population of a minimum 
number of dogs for a minimum period 
of time (26 weeks for a “maintenance” 
claim; 23 weeks for a “growth” claim). At 
a minimum, products that pass a feeding 
trial have at least demonstrated that they 
are palatable and digestible – its nutrients 
are adequately bioavailable – enough to 
keep a dog alive and well for the period 
of feeding trial. 

However, these products are not 
required to be formulated to meet the  

Nutrient Profiles (the next standard), 
so it’s possible that they are deficient or 
excessive in some nutrients deemed es-
sential.

Nutrient profiles
AAFCO has developed a table of 
nutrients that dogs of different “life 
stages” need, in varying amounts. There 
is a table for “adult maintenance” and 
another for “growth and reproduction.” 
If a product is labeled as being for 
dogs of “all life stages,” it meets the 
standards for the life stage with higher 
nutritional requirements, the “growth 
and reproduction” standards. 

Foods that have been labeled as com-
plete and balanced by virtue of having 
nutrient levels within the parameters 
proscribed by the AAFCO Nutrient Pro-
files have demonstrated that they contain 
adequate but not excessive amounts of 
the nutrients that are essential to dogs 
of the life stage in question. But whether 
those nutrients are bioavailable, and the 
food is sufficiently palatable and digest-
ible for the dogs who will be expected to 
eat it, is not addressed by this method. 

Family Designation
The family designation indicates that 
the company subjected a “lead product” 

to an AAFCO feeding trial, and, once it 
passed, developed other products that 
are nutritionally similar to the one that 
passed the feeding trial. 

There are a number of requirements 
for a product to be judged to adequately 
resemble the lead product: 

●● It must be of the same processing 
type as the lead product; its moisture 
content must fall within the same 
moisture content category (in the 
case of raw frozen diets, the category 
includes products with a moisture 
content of more than 65 percent).

●● It must have within 7.5 percent 
of the lead product’s dry matter 
metabolizable energy (ME).

●● It must meet the dry matter nutrient 
levels and ratios of the lead family 
product for crude protein, calcium, 
phosphorus, zinc, lysine, and 
thiamine.

●● It must possess nutrient levels and 
ratios (for the nutrients in the AAFCO 
Nutrient Profiles) that meet or exceed 
the levels and ratios found in the 
lead product, and must not exceed 
the maximums established by the 
Nutrient Profiles.

Pet food companies strongly promote 
the idea that a “family member” product 
is every bit as good as the product that 
passed the feeding trial. But the fact is, 
since “feeding trial” products are not 
required to meet the AAFCO Nutrient 
Levels (and so, may have nutrient 
levels that do not meet the AAFCO 
Nutrient Levels), and “family” products 
(other than the lead product) have not 
themselves been tested in a feeding trial, 
we feel that the family designation is 
the weakest qualification of nutritional 
adequacy of all. 

If a pet food company were to 
make a complete nutrient analysis of a 
typical batch of its product available to 
consumers, they could easily see whether 
a product labeled with a “family” 
designation would be able to meet the 
AAFCO Nutrient Levels qualifications, 
too. This would address at least that 
concern for educated consumers. 

 n u t r i t i o n  
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A Different Tack
If you have a bloat-prone breed, consider a 
gastropexy, a surgical procedure that can 
prevent stomach torsion.

By Denise Flaim

It was a beautiful fall day, and I was at a dog show. In the ring was a gorgeous 
veteran Greyhound – strutting his stuff in one of those peacock moments that 
transport gray-faced show dogs back to their youthful selves, with nothing but 

time and promise before them. A short time later, I heard a commotion from the 
parking area, and then the awful news: The handsome old dog was bloating.

Thankfully, this was a group of highly 
experienced dog people, and the dog’s 
handler immediately ran to her van to 
procure the bloat kit that she always 
traveled with. As several people helped 
hold the dog, she inserted a tube down 
his esophagus to help expel the trapped 
gas that was causing his ribs to expand 
like barrel hoops, taped the tube in place, 

and sped off to the nearest emergency 
vet. I heard through the grapevine later 
that the dog had, mercifully, survived. 

There’s good reason why veterinarians 
call bloat “the mother of all emergencies.” 
It can come on suddenly and, if left 
untreated for only a handful of hours, 
can spell a death sentence for a dog.

Sy mptoms of  bloat ,  which is 

incredibly painful for the dog, include 
pacing and restlessness; a distended 
abdomen; turning to look at or bite at 
the flank area; rapid, shallow breathing; 
retching without actually vomiting up 
any food, and excessive drooling.

Bloat is  a  t wo-par t d isorder, 
telegraphed by its formal name: gastric 
dilatation and volvulus. The first part, 
gastric dilatation, refers to an expansion 
of the stomach due to the presence of gas 
and/or food. The second part, volvulus, 
is the fatal blow: The distended stomach 
begins to twist, cutting off the blood 
supply and causing its tissue to die off. 
As if that wasn’t trouble enough, the 
enlarged stomach may press on the 
blood vessels that transport blood back 
to the heart, slowing circulation, creating 
cardiac arrhythmia, and sending the dog 
into shock. 

Once the stomach has torsioned, 
emergency surgery is required to restore 
it to its normal position, and to evaluate 
whether so much tissue has died off that 
the dog has any hope of surviving.

This was precisely the scenario that 
the quick-thinking Greyhound handler 
had sought to avoid: By inserting the 
bloat tube down the esophagus and 
into the stomach, she not only created 

 he  a lt h  

Some Breeds at Higher Risk for Bloat
While large and giant breeds are at 
greatest risk for bloat, cases in small 
breeds have been reported, though 
they are relatively rare. Mixed breeds, 
particularly those with chests that are 
deep and narrow, are also at higher risk 
of bloat. The following breeds have 
higher incidences of the condition.

✓✓ Great Dane
✓✓ Akita
✓✓ Bloodhound
✓✓ Weimaraner
✓✓ Standard Poodle
✓✓ Irish Setter
✓✓ Irish Wolfhound
✓✓ St. Bernard
✓✓ German Shepherd Dog
✓✓ Boxer
✓✓ Rottweiler
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an avenue of escape for the trapped 
stomach gases, but also ensured that the 
stomach could not twist while the tube 
was inserted. As you can imagine, this is 
not something that most dogs entertain 
willingly, and, indeed, on the ride to 
the veterinarian, the dog struggled and 
the tube was dislodged. Still, it bought 
enough time for his survival.

Many owners, however, don’t have 
the inclination or the fortitude to stick 
a tube down their dog’s throat, even if 
he is bloating. And for those who have 
breeds that are at a higher risk for bloat, 
the constant stress of worrying “Will 
she bloat?” after each meal is enough 
to prompt them to consider gastropexy, 
a preventive surgical procedure where 
the stomach is sutured to the body wall. 
While gastropexy won’t prevent a dog 
from dilating, it does greatly reduce the 
likelihood that the stomach will flip – 
which is the life-threatening “volvulus” 
part of gastric dilatation and volvulus.

Risk Factors
Owners who are determined to prevent 
bloat nonetheless want to understand 
its causes before submitting their dogs 
to an elective surgery like gastropexy. 
The problem is, veterinary science is still 
unclear about precisely what triggers an 
episode, and instead can only offer a long 
and varied list of risk factors.

The mother of all bloat studies was 
done two decades ago by Dr. Lawrence 
T. Glickman and his colleagues at the 
Purdue University Research Group, and 
is still being discussed and quoted today. 
The 1996 study and its follow-up research 
found that many food-management 
practices that were initially believed to 
help reduce the risk of bloat – like feeding 
from a raised food bowl, moistening dry 
food before serving, and restricting water 
access before and after meals – actually 
increased the odds of a dog bloating.

Other risk factors include eating 
only one meal a day; having a close 
family member with a history of 
bloat; having a nervous or aggressive 
temperament; eating quickly; being thin 
or underweight; eating a dry-food diet 
with animal fat listed in the first four 
ingredients, and/or eating a moistened 
dog food, particularly with citric acid as 
a preservative.

Not surprisingly, certain breeds 
were found to be at high risk for bloat, 
particularly large or giant breeds. Topping 
the list were Great Danes, followed by St. 

Bernards and Weimaraners. The study 
found that breeds with deep and narrow 
chests – like the Greyhound that started 
this story – are also at higher risk for 
bloating, as are males and older dogs. 

Also according to the Purdue study, 
the risk of bloat was more than twice 
as high in dogs seven to 10 years old 
compared to dogs two to four years old, 
and more than three times as high in 
dogs age 10 and older.

Deciding on Surgery
If your dog bloats and her stomach has 
torsioned, surgery is the only recourse if 

you want her to survive. And if you get to 
the vet in time, the odds are with you: In a 
retrospective study of 166 cases between 
1992 and 2003, researchers found that 
short-term mortality resulting from bloat 
surgery was a relatively low 16.2 percent. 

Risk factors for a fatal outcome 
included having clinical signs more 
than six hours before surgery (i.e., the 
longer you wait, the worse your dog’s 
prognosis), hypotension during any time 
of the hospitalization, peritonitis, sepsis, 
and administration of blood or plasma 
transfusions. Dogs whose tissue damage 
was so advanced that they required part 

Reducing the Risk of Bloat
While not a guarantee that your dog will avoid experiencing an episode of bloat, 
these steps can help lower the risk.

✔✔ Feed several smaller meals per day. Feeding a large, once-a-
day meal can extend the stomach and stretch the hepatogastric ligament, 
which keeps the stomach positioned in the abdominal cavity. Dogs that 
have bloated have been found to have longer ligaments, perhaps due to 
overstretching.

✔✔ Slow down fast eaters. Some theories suggest that air gulping can 
trigger bloat. To keep your dog from gobbling down his meals, invest in a 
slow-feeder bowl, which has compartments or grooves to require dogs to 
pace themselves; there are several brands available. For a low-tech version, 
try placing a large rock in the middle of your dog’s food bowl, which will 
force him to eat around it. (Of course, make sure the rock is large enough so 
it can’t be swallowed.)

✔✔ If you feed kibble, add some variety. Dogs that are fed canned 
food or table scraps have a lower incidence of bloat. If you feed kibble, 
try to avoid food with smaller-sized pieces, and opt for brands that have 
larger-sized pieces. While some raw feeders maintain that feeding a raw diet 
prevents bloat, there are no studies to support this, and raw-fed dogs are not 
immune to bloating.

✔✔ Don’t go for lean and mean. Studies show that thinner dogs are 
at greater risk for bloat; in fatter dogs, the extra fat takes up space in the 
abdomen and doesn’t give the stomach much room to move. While no one 
is advocating that you make your dog obese, keeping a bloat-prone dog on 
the slightly chunkier side might have some merit.

✔✔ Reduce your dog’s stress. Easier said than done, of course. But if at 
all possible, opt for a house sitter instead of taking your dog to a kennel. If 
you have multiple dogs, feed your bloat-prone dog separately, to avoid the 
stress (and resultant gulping) from worrying that his meal might be snagged 
by a housemate.

✔✔ Don’t eat and run. Veterinary experts recommend that you avoid 
giving your dog hard exercise one hour before and two hours after he eats. 
Many give the green light to walking, however, as it does not jostle the full 
stomach and in fact can help stimulate digestion.
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of their stomach or their spleen removed 
(partial gastrectomy or spleenectomy, 
respectively) also had worse prognoses.

But the decisions regarding a 
gastropexy – essentially, “tacking” the 
stomach so it cannot torsion – are not as 
clear-cut. If your dog has never bloated, 
you’ll need to weigh the risk factors: Is 
your dog’s breed prone to bloat? (Great 
Danes, for example, have a whopping 
42.4 percent chance of bloating in their 
lifetime.) Do you know of any siblings, 
parents, or other close relatives who have 
bloated? Is your dog nervous, aggressive, 
or a super-fast eater?

And, most important, has your dog 
bloated before? Studies indicate that 
such dogs have a recurrence rate of more 
than 70 percent, and mortality rates of 
80 percent.

Types of tacks
There are several kinds of gastropexy 
surgery. Securing the bottom of the 
stomach to the right side of the body 
so it cannot rotate during an episode of 
bloat is the common goal of each type 
of surgery, but slightly different meth-
ods are used to accomplish this. There 
are no studies that compare the efficacy 
of the various types of gastropexy, but 
the general consensus is that there is not 
a huge difference between them. Most 
veterinarians will choose one over the 
others based on their own preference and 
amount of experience.

I n c i s i o n a l  g a s t r o p e x y  i s  a 
straightforward procedure in which the 
bottom of the stomach (the antrum) is 
sutured to the body wall. It relies on only 
a few sutures until an adhesion forms.

Belt-loop gastropexy  involves 
weaving a stomach f lap through the 
abdominal wall. Though a relatively 
quick procedure, it requires more skill 
than an incisional gastropexy.

In a circumcostal gastropexy, a flap 
from the stomach is wrapped around the 
last rib on the right side and then secured 
to the stomach wall. Proponents of this 
approach note that the rib is a stronger 
and more secure anchor for the stomach. 
This type of gastropexy requires more 
time and skill to perform; risks include 
potential rib fracture and pneumothorax, 
in which air leaks into the space between 
the lung and chest wall.

Gastropexy is now being performed 
with minimally invasive approaches 
such as laparoscopy and endoscopy, 
which shorten surgery and anesthesia 

times, as well as the time needed for 
recovery. Though both use remote 
cameras to visualize the surgery area, the 
laparoscopic-assisted approach requires 
an extra incision through the navel, 
which allows the surgeon to directly 
visualize the position of the stomach and 
make any modifications necessary.

A 1996 study of eight male dogs 
compared those that had laparoscopic 
gastropexy with those that had belt-
loop gastropexy, and concluded that 
the laparoscopic approach should be 
considered as a minimally invasive 
alternative to traditional open-surgery 
gastropexy.

Complications from gastropexy are 
relatively minor, especially for young, 
healthy dogs who are undergoing the 
surgery electively, before any incidence 
of bloat. As always, be sure that your dog 
has a complete pre-surgical work-up to 
ensure there are no chronic or underlying 
conditions that might compromise 
her ability to successful recover from 
surgery. And again, while gastropexy 
isn’t foolproof, Dr. Glickman has been 
quoted as saying that the risk of bloat and 
torsion after the procedure is less than 
five percent – not bad odds at all.

If you do elect to have a gastropexy 
per for med on you r  dog ,  ma ny 
veterinarians do the procedure at the 

same time as spaying or neutering. 
That way, the dog doesn’t have to go 
under anesthesia again, or, in the case 
of conventional surgery, be “opened up” 
another time.

In the end, the question of whether or 
not to have a gastropexy done is arguably 
tougher for those whose dogs who are not 
at very high risk: The owner of a Great 
Dane has a greater incentive for getting 
a gastropexy than, say, the owner of a 
Shih Tzu, whose bloat rates are not as 
comparably high. 

A 2003 study that looked at the 
benefits of prophylactic gastropexy for at-
risk dogs used a financial metric to assess 
the benefits of surgery: Working under 
the assumption that elective gastropexy 
surgeries cost about $400 and emergency 
bloat surgeries cost at least $1,500 – or 
as much as four times that – the study 
concluded that the procedure was cost 
effective when the lifetime risk of bloat 
with torsion was greater than or equal 
to 34 percent. 

As with any complex decision, assess 
your dog’s risk factors, as well as your 
individual circumstances, and then 
make the choice that seems right for the 
both of you. 

Denise Flaim raises 12-year-old triplets and 
Rhodesian Ridgebacks, on Long Island, NY.

Assembling a Bloat Kit
Because bloat strikes when you least expect it – often at night, when most 
veterinary practices are closed, and the nearest emergency vet might be a 
distance away – a bloat kit can be a literal lifesaver.

Some dog-care sites sell pre-assembled bloat 
kits. (One option is available from  A Better 
Way Pet Care; see abetterwaypetcare.com/
bloat-gastric-volvulus, or call 866-948-3939.) 
Most include clear vinyl tubing (the kind sold 
by aquarium stores); a wooden mouth block, 
to keep the mouth open while the tube is 
being inserted (a piece of PVC pipe can work 
in a pinch), and water-soluble lubricant.

Ask your vet to show you how to measure the tubing so that it is the correct 
length, how to insert it, and how to tell if you are passing the tube down the 
trachea rather than the esophagus. 

Remember that a gastric tube is not a treatment for bloat; it is a first-aid measure. 
If you are unsure of how to use the kit, or if you are alone and don’t have 
someone to transport you while you work on the dog, make getting to the vet 
your first priority.
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Unconventional or 
Unintentional Cues
Have you accidentally taught your dog a useful 
but uncommon behavior? Maybe you should!

BY PAT MILLER, CBCC-KA, CPDT-KA

We all teach our dogs commonly used cues such as “Sit,” “Down,” and 
“Come,” and most of us probably use them every day. I am betting that, in 
addition to those common cues, we each have some cues that are unique 

to our relationships with our own dogs – cues that are never taught in your basic 
“good manners” classes.

I have long had a love affair with an 
“All done!” or “That’s all” cue that tells 
my dogs that whatever activity we were 
engaged in is now over (similar to the 
“That’ll do, pig” from the beloved movie, 
Babe). It started in the mid-1980s with 
our first Australian Kelpie, Keli, who 
was seriously ball-crazy. Only her “All 
done!” cue would work to get her to stop 
bugging me to throw the beloved ball 
one more time. 

I taught the cue to Keli by giving the 
“All done” cue and then placing the ball 
in a closed cupboard where she couldn’t 
even see it, and then steadfastly ignoring 
every behavior she offered to try to get 
the ball to come back out. Eventually she 
learned that there was no point in trying, 
and the “All done” cue effectively resulted 
in a calm, non-demanding Kelpie. I’ve 
used it with all my dogs ever since. 

Some of my favorite trainers confirmed 
that they, too, have unconventional cues 
that they use with their dogs, many of 
which “just happened” as a result of daily 
life. Here are some of them: 

■■ En  oug h
Renee Amodeo of Vienna, Virginia, is a 
volunteer with Fairfax County Animal 
Shelter. She uses “Enough” much like 
I use “All done.” Her dog Dexter is an 
attention sponge, and when she tries to 
work on her laptop or read, he will paw 
her for attention. 

To counter this, she says, “I will pat 
the top of his head and say ‘Enough!’ He 
stops and goes to the other end of the 
couch. I taught him this by doing just 
that; a tap on the head with ‘Enough,’ 

then ignoring any of his attempts to 
engage me. Initially I gave a very short 
timeout – just a few seconds – then 
would pile affection and praise on him. 
I gradually increase duration, and now 
he can go for as long as I need.”

■■ Ins  i d e/Outs i d e
Valerie Balwanz of Pampered Pets in 
Charlottesville, Virginia, uses the cue 
“Inside” in place of “Come” to get her 
dogs to come into the house from the 
backyard. Her “Come” cue means “Come 
to me,” and her “Inside” cue means to 
run past her into the house. 

It’s useful to have an alternative to 
“Come” for the behavior that specifically 
means to come into the house, especially 
if your dog prefers playing in the yard to 
coming indoors. You can inadvertently 
“poison” your “Come” cue (give it a 
negative association) if you frequently 
use it to mean that the fun for your dog 
is over and he has to come inside now. 
Doing so can make “Come” become less 
effective when you need your dog to run 
happily to you. The method Valerie uses 
to teach “Inside” keeps her dog’s “Come” 
cue happy, and gives a very positive 
association to her “Inside” cue.

“To teach this,” Valerie describes, “I 
began with my dog Trixie outside when 
there were no distractions. I opened the 
back door and stood in the entryway. I 
tossed some kibble onto the floor, making 
sure that it was bouncing and rolling far 
into the house, and let her run toward 
it. As she passed through the doorway, I 
said, ‘Yes!’ (that’s my verbal marker – you 
could click instead) and let her gobble up 
the food. 

“The kibble makes a distinct sound 
when tossed on the hardwood floor. The 
sound and the kibble’s rolling movement 
encourages Trixie to run inside. To 
increase the value of the kibble, I coat it 
with beef liver powder (made with a liver 
cube and a cheese grater).

“When Trixie was chasing the kibble 
into the house reliably, I introduced the 
cue, saying, ‘Inside!’ just before I tossed 
the kibble on the floor. I gradually started 
using the cue when she was farther out in 
the yard and we didn’t necessarily have 
eye contact. Then I started using it when 
there were distractions present, such as 
squirrels and deer. I mixed very high-

 t r a i n i n g  a n d  b eh  av i o r  

Renee Amodeo’s dog, Dexter, often tries 
to gain her attention when she’s working 
on her laptop on the couch. She taught 
him “Enough,” which means to stop his 
attempts to be noticed and petted. 
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value food with the kibble when she came 
away from distractions involving wild 
animals. I kept a jar of treats by the back 
door for years and heavily reinforced 
this cue. Now, when they hear the word 
‘Inside!’ both of my dogs come running 
at top speed into the house.” 

■■ Ind   o o r /Outd o o r toys
Estie Dallett of Civil Dogobedience in 
Washington, D.C., also has unique cues 
for indoor/outdoor-related behaviors, 
but with a different purpose. Kip, her 
Sheltie/Border Collie-mix, has toys that 
are specific to indoors and outdoors. 
When Kip wants to come inside but has 
a toy in his mouth that belongs outside 
– particularly dirty or noisy – she says,  
“Outside toy,” waits until he drops it, 
then lets him in. She uses “Inside toy” 
when he wants to go out but has a toy in 
his mouth that she wants to keep indoors 
(to keep it clean and fuzzy or to prevent it 
from getting lost under bushes). 

Estie says, “Now he’s pretty quick 
to drop an item when he hears this. 
Sometimes it still takes him a little while 
to decide if he wants to stay outside to 
play with his favorite toy – a plastic water 
bottle with pebbles in it – or come in 
without it. So we close the door until he 
asks again to come in. We didn’t aim to 
teach it, but it evolved well!”

■■ G o Li e D own
Carolyn Kerner of Dog Gone Right in 
Hammond, Louisiana, reminded me 
of an unconventional cue I frequently 
use with my own dogs: “Go lie down,” 

which is different from the formal 
“Down,” which means “lie down right 
now wherever you are.” “Go lie down” 
means “You can wander around and find 
a comfortable spot in which to lie down.”

Carolyn says, “I use ‘Go lie down’ 
with all the dogs that come into our 
house; it means for them to go find a 
comfy spot to chill, chew a bone, or just 
be out of the way for a little while. Most 
of the time I use it when I have a dog who 
continuously wants attention or petting 
and he has gotten more than his share 
already. I generally start the new dogs 
off by saying the cue, then encouraging 
them to go to a dog bed, and giving them 
something to keep them occupied. After 
a week or so they start picking up on it. 
I started using this many years ago in 
general conversation with my dogs.”

Usually, we tell people not use the 
same word for two different behaviors, 
but the dogs seem to understand the 
difference with this phrase!

■■ Fi nd  th e po o p
Lisa Marino of Head of the Class Dog 
Training in Winchester, Virginia, taught 

her Samoyeds to find hidden poop in her 
yard so she could scoop and keep the 
yard clean. 

Lisa says, “It was kind of unintention-
al. With four dogs out at the same time in 
the dark (or in the snow, autumn leaves, 
etc.) one dog poops in one corner of the 
yard, and one goes in another corner. By 
the time I bag one deposit, the next dog 
has moved away from where he pooped. 
So even with a flashlight, I can’t always 
find the pile right away.”

To teach her dogs to help her find 
stray poops, Lisa “captured” the behavior. 
“As the dogs sniffed where poop was 
likely to be, I watched for more intense 
interest and got there to praise and 
reward them as soon as I found the poop. 
After a few times, when I was confident 
about reading the body language signs 
accurately, I would say, ‘Did you find the 
poop?’ and it eventually became a cue. I 
either toss a cookie to the side, so I can 
scoop the poop, or say, ‘Leave it’ if I am 
unarmed. The cue is especially useful in 
the autumn, when poop is hard to find 
among the fallen leaves in the yard.”

LEFT: To teach her dog Trixie to enjoy 
coming back into the house (as an 
alternative to continuing to play outside), 
Valerie Balwanz initially used treats as 
a lure, and gave the behavior its own 
name: “Inside,” as opposed to “Come.”  
RIGHT: Lisa Marino trained her four 
Samoyeds to help her find poop that 
needs to be scooped! 

Chief, a year-old pit-mix being fostered by 
Carolyn Kerner, demonstrates his ability to 
“Go lie down!” and entertain himself.
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■■ G o n ow
Simone de Lima of Brasilia, Brazil, is the 
founder of Pro Anima, an animal advo-
cacy group. She lived in New England 
for a time and, as a Brazilian native, was 
unaccustomed to the cold New England 
winters, complete with blizzards. She 
taught her Lab-mix, Mali, to poop on cue 
so she could get back inside the warm 
house as quickly as possible. 

Simone remembers, “I had to teach 
her something to get her to poop quickly 
because this poor Brazilian woman 
wanted nothing to do with the outdoors 
in such weather!”

To teach it, she simply gave Mail 
positive reinforcement (treats) for 
defecating, and added the cue “Coco, 
Mali” (a slang Portuguese term meaning 
“poop”) when she knew her dog was 
about to oblige. Simone says, “It’s the best 
thing I ever taught her!”

■■ To o k us  a m i nut e
Kelly Fahey, of The DogSmith of Hunter-
don in New Jersey, has a cue she uses to 
position her dog Cooper when she has to 
clean off his rear end when he has loose 
stools due to allergies. 

Kelly describes, “In the beginning 
stages of Cooper’s allergy issues, he would 
have times where he would poop and, 
well, it didn’t come off clean. I would need 
to clean off his butt. I figured if I tossed 
treats on the floor he would likely move 
in a circle as I tried cleaning him off. I 
decided to toss high-value treats on the 

top step in our garage that comes into 
the house. 

“There are three steps. I figured by 
tossing the treats on the top step, he 
would likely walk up and have his front 
paws on the second step and his hind legs 
still on the garage floor, keeping him at an 
angle where he wouldn’t walk in a circle. I 
made sure to scatter plenty of food on the 
top step so I could clean him off the entire 
time he was eating. If he finished eating 
before I was done, I stopped, scattered 
more treats, and continued cleaning. As I 
was cleaning him off I would say ‘Tookus, 
wanna clean your tookus?’ After a while, 
all I had to do was say, ‘Wanna clean your 
tookus?’ and he would run to the steps 
and get into position.

“I selected the word ‘tookus’ rather 
than ‘butt’ because he loves having his 
butt rubbed, and already has a cue for 
that. He will roll into a half somersault 
position and keep his butt in the air 
while we scratch it or pat it and say, 
‘Where’s your butt?’ His tail wags like a 
weapon and he makes sounds that rival 
a dinosaur. I didn’t want to confuse his 
fun game of ‘Where’s your butt?’ by using 
‘butt’ for the cleaning behavior.”

■■ Pi ll s
Kelly Fahey, the trainer who taught her 
dog Cooper the “tookus” cue, also taught 
him an inadvertent cue when it was time 
to take his allergy medication. 

Kelly recalls, “I didn’t set out to teach 
this cue. It was my intention to make 
Cooper’s pill-taking a fun game. Each 
time I needed to give a pill (or pills), I 
would call him over and happily say, ‘Do 
you want your pills?’ I’d hide them in 
various pieces of food. 

“Each time I would stuff a pill and 
go to give it to him I would repeat, ‘Do 
you want your pills?’ in a super happy, 
playful tone. Now, all I have to say is ‘Do 
you want your pills?’ and he will come 
running from anywhere.

“For a bonus behavior, my other dog, 
Brynn, has learned that ‘Do you want 
your pills?’ means to sit patiently on the 
other side of me (Cooper always gets his 
pills on the right side, she waits on the 
left), while I play pharmacist. When I’m 

done giving out the meds, she gets a treat 
for sitting nicely and not being a noodge.”

■■ You’r e N ot G o i n g
My Kelpie, Kaizen, provided the motiva-
tion for yet another unconventional cue 
in the Miller household. My husband and 
I recently started taking Kaizen to agility 
classes at Kamp Kitty in nearby Falling 
Waters, West Virginia, and he adores his 
class – so much so that he started getting 
totally amped up every time we made 
preparations to go anywhere. We began 
telling him “You’re not going!” anytime 
he wasn’t accompanying us, and he 
quickly learned it meant he was staying 
home, so there was no point in getting 
all excited. 

Now when we give him the “You’re 
not going!” cue he calms right down – 
and looks a little sad. 

Win a Prize!
Now it’s your turn. I’m willing to bet 
there are a ton of Whole Dog Journal 
readers who have unconventional and 
unintentional cues that they use with 
their own dogs. Send a description of 
yours to WDJEditor@gmail.com by June 
15, and we’ll include some in a blog post 
on wholedogjournal.com and pick one 
winner to receive a Pat Miller book or 
DVD. 

Author Pat Miller, CBCC-KA, CPDT-KA, is 
WDJ’s Training Editor, and lives in Fairplay, 
Maryland, site of her Peaceable Paws 
training center. See “Resources,” page 24,  
for  contact information for Pat and for all 
the trainers mentioned in this article.

Kelly Fahey taught her dog Cooper to 
stand on stairs in the garage, eating treats 
while she cleaned his bottom (which can 
be messy due to chronic allergies).

Pat Miller’s Kelpie, Kaizen, now has a 
cue (“You’re not going!”)that lets him 
know there is no reason to get excited. It 
stops Kai’s leaping about as Pat and her 
husband get ready to go somewhere else.
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Earn a Title at Home
Many new dog-sport organizations offer 
opportunities to earn a title with your dog via 
video submission.

BY stephanie colman

There’s a saying that is widely known among certain circles of competitive 
dog sport enthusiasts: “If judges made house calls, we’d all have obedience 
trial champions!” The phrase speaks to the challenging nature of getting a 

competition dog “ring ready” – that is, training to the point where he can perform 
successfully not just at home or at the local training center but also in unfamiliar, 
distracting locations common to dog show environments. The expression has 
been made a little less relevant, though, by the advent of “video titles.” Many dog 
sports enthusiasts have embraced technology and its ability to offer a variety of 
remote performance options, allowing dog and handler teams to demonstrate 
performance skills via video submissions rather than in-person at a dog show.

Today, dog-and-handler teams can 
earn video-based titles in rally obedi-
ence, freestyle, obedience, tricks, assorted 
training skills, and parkour. 

Similar to participation requirements 
for traditional, in-person organizations, 
most video-based titling groups require 
handlers to register their dogs for a fee, 
plus pay an entry fee ($20 to $30) for each 
video entry to be judged. Some titles 
require multiple qualifying runs, while 
others can be earned after successfully 
demonstrating mastery of skills at a 
certain level.

Video-based performance opportuni-
ties offer a variety of benefits. They are 
ideal for dogs (and their handlers!) who 
enjoy training, but for whom demon-
strating their knowledge in unfamiliar 
settings is difficult. 

For some dogs, becoming “ring 

ready” is about learning to ignore myriad 
distractions in favor of the performance 
task at hand. For other dogs, the biggest 
challenge to ring readiness is tolerating 
unfamiliar people, places, and other 
dogs – working through emotional 
issues such as fear or aggression. Often, 
despite a handler’s best efforts, such 
dogs fail to progress to the point where 
they can comfortably (or, in some cases, 
safely) perform in a traditional dog 
show environment. In the past, these 
dogs would often be “washed out” by 
handlers. Dog-sports organizations that 
allow “video titles” enable these dogs 
and owners to continue working toward 
specific achievements.

Fan and founder
“For me, it all started with my reactive 
dog,” says Jude Azaren of Willingboro, 
New Jersey, who founded Cyber 
Rally-O, one of the first video-based 
titling organizations, in 2011. “He was 
an adopted foster who was initially so 
sweet, but became aggressive.” 

Rally obedience (often called Rally-O) 
competitions are similar to regular 
obedience, but instead of waiting for a 
judge to tell the competing team what to 
do, the handler directs her dog around a 
“course” that consists of 10 to 20 signs, 
each describing a specific behavior. 

The signs typically include simple 
behaviors such as a sit/down/sit sequence, 
and heeling behaviors that require 
challenging food refusals, backward 
heel ing, and assor ted obedience 
“finishes,” which require the dog to 
move swiftly into heel position. Cyber 
Rally-O adds challenges not often seen 
in other venues, such as figure-eight 
jumps, sending the dog to jumps from a 
distance, and sequencing multiple jumps 
with retrieving.

So far, the organization has awarded 
an estimated 300 titles over five levels in 
two rally divisions, and recently added a 
separate dance division. 

 f u n  w i t h  yo u r  d o g  

In many major metropolitan cities today, 
there are now upscale “hotels” for pets 
that offer luxury boarding in rooms that 
resemble human bedrooms. This facility, 
Wags Hotel in Sacramento, California, 
offers add-on services such as grooming, 
training, group play sessions, walks, 
swimming, and webcam surveillance that 
owners can monitor!

Duzi, a 6-year-old Border Collie/Poodle-mix handled by Nicole Vaughn of Regina, 
Saskatchewan, shows off her Trick Dog Champion title ribbon and medal from Do More 
With Your Dog. Duzi and Nicole love learning new tricks, and also compete in NAFA 
flyball, but Duzi is very reactive. Nicole says, “Earning her TDCH gave us something other 
than flyball to work toward together, and we even managed to complete it with my lack 
of videography and editing skills. I am a Certified Trick Dog Instructor through DMWYD 
and really like the way the program gives people attainable goals to work toward with 
their pets.”  Photo by Nicole Vaughn
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Rules vary
Like any organization sanctioning 
in-person events, each video-based 
organization sets its own rules. For 
example, Cyber Rally-O teams are 
allowed to use food rewards during a 
run, but only when the team is stationary, 
after completing one task and before 
moving to the next task. Visible food is 
not allowed; food must be hidden in the 
handler’s pocket until it can be given at 
the appropriate time, such as between 
exercises. If a handler feels safer using 

a long-line during a distance exercise, 
that’s fine, too.

While performance “traditionalists” 
might scoff at the idea of using food 
during a run, or at the need for a leash as 
a “safety net” for fearful and/or reactive 
dogs, Azaren says allowing the judicious 
use of such training tools is all about 
accessibility.

“What’s the difference?” asks Azaren. 
“If the dogs can do the behaviors, why 
shouldn’t they participate? They aren’t 
competing against each other, they’re 

competing against a standard, so let’s 
make it accessible for people.” 

In the spirit of accessibility, Cyber 
Rally-O does not have required jump 
heights for elements requiring jumping. 
Handlers are free to set jumps as low 
as is needed for a dog to safely and 
comfortably execute the obstacle. If that 
means the dog can’t technically jump 
(such as participants using mobility 
carts), that’s fine, too; handlers can 
simply guide the dog through the jump 
uprights.

Agility Virtual Agility League
teamworksdogtraining.org/VirtualAgilityLeague/VALOR_home.html

Assorted training skills  
“Shadow Skills” (sort of like obedience heeling), 
“Obstacle Skills,” “Sniff It,” “Dog Ball,” and more.

Wag-It Games
wagitgames.com

Freestyle Cyber Rally-O (despite name, offers titles in freestyle, too)
cyberrally-o.com

Dogs Can Dance
dogscandance.com

Musical Dog Sport Association
musicaldogsport.org

Rally Freestyle Elements (offers titles in freestyle and a rally/freestyle combination sport)
rallyfree.com

World Canine Freestyle Organization
worldcaninefreestyle.org

Obedience
 

Non-Competitive Obedience Association
frontierrots.com/nco.htm

Fenzi Training Excellence Assessment Modules (TEAM) 
Currently in development. Emphasis on excellence in training versus finished behavior chains. 
See fenzidogsportsacademy.com for updates.

Parkour International Dog Parkour Association
dogparkour.org

Practical training skills Dog Scouts of America
dogscouts.org

Rally Obedience Cyber Rally-O
cyberrally-o.com

Treiball American Treiball Association
americantreibballassociation.org/virtual-competitions

Tricks Do More With Your Dog
domorewithyourdog.com

photo courtesy 
Musical dog 
sport assoc.

photo courtesy 
dogs can dance

photo courtesy 
Dog Scouts of 

America

Dog-sport organizations that offer video titles
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Increasing access
For many people who live in remote areas, 
traditional dog shows are inaccessible for 
practical reasons. Exhibitors often must 
travel long distances to attend in-person 
performance events, complete with 
overnight hotel stays, dining out, gas, 
and the occasional need for a pet sitter 
to check on other animals back home. 

Laurie Graichen of Catawba, South 
Carolina used to travel up to three hours 
(one way) twice a month to attend agility 
trials with two of her Belgian Tervurens, 
Dillon and Bravo. After a company 
buy-out led to a 40 percent drop in her 
income, she had to do some serious re-
budgeting, and travel to dog shows was 
one of the first things to go.

“I no longer have the luxury of 
an extra couple hundred dollars per 
weekend to trial,” she says. To stay active 
with her current dog, Extra, the pair has 
earned a novice and intermediate Trick 
Dog title with Do More With Your Dog, 
and she has plans to explore video-based 
rally, obedience, and parkour titles.

A different goal
Critics of video-based titles often say it’s 
“too easy” to earn a title in the comfort 
of your own home, specifically because 

it doesn’t require the same level of 
generalization or the ability to withstand 
the various pressures associated with 
performing successfully at an in-person 
event. While training to the standard 
typically required to attain success at in-
person events is different from training 
behaviors that stand up in the privacy 
of one’s backyard, one goal need not be 
considered better than the other – they’re 
just different. 

And, just because remote sport runs 
are videoed in the comfort of your own 
home or local training center doesn’t 
mean it’s a cake walk. Organizations that 
offer video titles for sports that require a 
sequence of behaviors (such as obedience, 
agility, rally, and freestyle) generally 
require video submissions to show the 
behaviors as a continuous sequence; most 
disallow editing that stitches together the 
best attempts from multiple tries. 

Also, in agility, rules often stipulate 
that markers must show proper ring 
size and contact zones must be clearly 
visible. Many exhibitors say it can be 
difficult to find the best camera angles to 
appropriately demonstrate each required 
element; this technical challenge may be 
beyond the ability of some participants. 
And just because handlers are often 

working alone, doesn’t mean they don’t 
get nervous during performances. Just 
hitting the record button on the camera 
often introduces ring nerves!

“There’s a lot to be said for showing 
up to a trial where someone else has set 
up the ring, you do your one run and you 
go home, for better or for worse,” says 
Azaren. “With video trials, there’s added 
pressure. Often, you’ve rented training 
space for an hour and you need to set up 
the course, warm your dog up, and repeat 
the course however many times until you 
get every station correct. It’s a lot to do.”

Most people we spoke with support 
the idea of video-based entries as a way 
to encourage people to spend time with 
their dogs.

And that’s what it’s all about, says 
Azaren, who explains how one’s relation-
ship with a dog often changes once the 
pair begins to explore dog sports.

“As close as I’ve always been with my 
pet dogs, when you have a dog who is 
also your teammate and partner, it’s just 
a whole new dimension, and it’s so much 
fun!” 

Stephanie Colman is a writer and dog trainer 
in Los Angeles. See “Resources,” page 24, for 
contact information.

Jude Azaren (seen at a conventional agility event with her dog, Max) is the founder of 
Cyber Rally-O, one of the first video-based titling organizations. She decided to offer 
video-based rally titles after joining a local Valor Agility class designed for reactive dogs 
with special behavioral needs.  Through that class, Azaren realized she could leverage 
technology to make rally accessible to dogs who can’t tolerate the live-trial environment.
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When a Baby 
Changes Everything
Postpartum depression can trigger traumatic 
family changes, with particularly devastating 
consequences for family dogs.

by Tiffany Lovell, CPDT-KA

A friend sent me a message today and shared what I can only describe as a very 
personal struggle. I believe she chose to confide in me because she knows that 
I’m passionate about helping dogs and their humans live better lives together. 

But the situation she described was not even on my radar screen.

My friend and her husband had 
recently started their family. About 
a year ago she gave birth to their first 
child. Then, just three months ago, they 
were blessed with twins. Needless to say, 
my friend has her hands full. Prior to 
becoming pregnant, she and her husband 

had always considered their 8-year-old 
Catahoula-mix and her 12-year-old 
feline sidekick their kids.

They adored their pets. They were also 
proactive in researching how to properly 
and safely introduce their babies to their 
pets. They wanted to make it as stress-

free as possible for everyone involved.
What they were not prepared for is 

how my friend’s postpartum hormones 
would make her feel toward their beloved 
dog and cat. As she describes it, “Every 
scratch, water slurp, and food crunch set 
my blood boiling, and I hated myself for 
it.” If the dog would sneeze or shake her 
head, it would invariably wake one or 
more of the babies, and this would invoke 
extreme anger in my friend.

In addition to the anger, she also felt 
crushing guilt and an overwhelming 
sadness; she knew it wasn’t the animals’ 
fault, and she knew they didn’t understand 
why she was acting differently toward 
them. She referred to them as “my first 
babies and ones who have been so loyal, 
despite my constant shoves to try to get 
them to leave me alone.”

What is PPD?
According to the Centers for Disease 
Control, 11 to 20 percent of women who 
give birth each year have symptoms of 
postpartum depression. If a median per-
centage of the women responsible for the 
4 million live births in the United States 
annually experienced PPD, it would 
amount to approximately 600,000 suf-
fering moms each year in the United 
States alone. In addition to those who 

 Re  l at i o n s h i p  
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are formally diagnosed with PPD, every 
new mom experiences a lack of sleep and 
hormonal surges, which can affect how 
she reacts toward those around her.

One website with help for women 
with PPD describes the malady this way: 
“In addition to sadness, postpartum 
depression symptoms can also include 
anxiety, frustration, anger, and rage. You 
may have a tendency to be impatient, 
reactive, and volati le. You might 
have feelings of resentment or hatred 
toward your baby or other members 
of your household. These emotions are 
completely normal as a mother adjusts 
hormonally, mentally, and emotionally 
to the new demands of first-time or even 
fourth-time motherhood.” While the 
website does mention “other members 
of your household,” in my research I 
couldn’t find any references to pets.

As a trainer and behavior consultant, 
I am always ready to provide all sorts 
of helpful information and internet 
links on the subject of bringing home 
a new baby to meet the dog. But I can 
honestly say that I never considered the 
emotional and hormonal component of 
the new mom and how it would affect her 
relationship with her pets.  

I am thankful that more and more 
women are willing to openly share their 
experiences with postpartum depression. 
We need to do a better job at considering 
every family member in the home when 
discussing this important topic. After 
reading my friend’s message, I wondered 
if this phenomenon contributes to the 
re-homing of a significant number of 
pets once couples add human children 
to their families.

I’m also grateful to my friend for 
bringing this subject to my attention. 
With this knowledge I can better inform 
and educate my clients in the future. 
Because of her bravery, many more 
women will understand that what they 
are feeling toward their cherished pets is 
normal and they aren’t alone.

To learn more about PPD, visit 
postpartum.net or call (800) 944-4PPD. 
And see the suggestions in the sidebar 
(right) for ways to immediately improve 
matters for you and your family pets at 
this trying time.  

Tiffany Lovell, CPDT-KA, is the owner of 
Cold Nose College, Space Coast, in Brevard 
County, Florida. She lives with a menagerie of 
beloved pets and a wonderful, animal-loving 
husband. See page 24 for contact info.

Eight ways to improve the 
situation for all concerned
The following are tips and ideas for moms who are experiencing PPD, and whose 
pets are adding to their stress or depression.

✔✔ Reduce pet noise. Dog and cat ID tags are vital to pet safety; however, 
their constant jingling can be annoying. This is easy to fix.  Products that keep 
tags quiet include neoprene pouches that contain the tags, keeping them quiet, 
such as the QuietSpot (available from entirelypets.com, 800-889-8967). Another 
alternative are tags that slide onto collars, rather than hanging on collar rings 
(seegotags.com or call 509-754-2760). Another good option are collars that have 
the owners’ phone numbers stitched into the fabric; these are are available from 
a number of companies, including Orvis (888-235-9763 or orvis.com) and In the 
Company of Dogs (800-544-4595 or inthecompanyofdogs.com). 

✔✔ Try soothing music. Classical music has been proven to be soothing 
for both infants and dogs. Try playing some in your house and you might even 
find that it has a calming effect on you, too.  One example sold specifically for 
dogs is “Through a Dog’s Ear” (throughadogsear.com, 800-788-0949).

✔✔ Enlist help. Most new moms have friends, family, and neighbors who of-
fer to help in any way they can.  Why not ask if they would be willing to walk your 
dog or play a game of fetch with her? Making sure your dog gets adequate (or 
extra) exercise will help everyone in the house live together more peacefully.

✔✔ Two words: Dog Walker. Hiring a professional dog walker is another 
great option. It ensures your dog receives the attention and exercise she needs 
and gives you a break from having to manage every family member at once. (See 
“Finding a Reliable Dog Walker, “ WDJ March 2014.)

✔✔ Two more: Dog Daycare! Check to see if there is a reputable doggy 
daycare facility nearby. My recommendation would be to bring your dog there 
a few times prior to the baby’s arrival. These “trial runs” will show you if your dog 
enjoys and is not overwhelmed by this type of environment. Not all dogs are 
suitable or comfortable in this type of setting. But for those who are, it can be 
extremely beneficial to the whole family. 

✔✔ Be inclusive. Be careful not to always exclude your pets when you spend 
time with the new baby. This could cause your pets to develop a negative as-
sociation toward the child.  Instead, provide a frozen, stuffed Kong or similar food 
toy for your dog while you tend to the baby in the same room. Making good and 
yummy stuff happen for the dog in the baby’s presence is always the best idea. 

✔✔ Make a special place for Fido. Start early, introducing your dog to a 
crate or exercise pen (x-pen) to create your dog’s own special suite where all her 
favorite toys and bedding are available. Make great things happen in this area by 
hiding and/or dropping surprise treats here randomly. She will happily go to her 
suite when you need to separate her from the baby.

✔✔ Renew your relationship. When you feel a bit more grounded in 
your daily routine with the new baby, try to renew your relationship with your 
dog by having a special “pup date” once every week or two. Take a walk, just the 
two of you (while the baby is being watched by a family member or friend). Toss 
her ball or flying disc in the backyard. Practice teaching her a simple trick like 
“Sit pretty” or “Spin” and reward her with her favorite treats. This can be a much-
needed break from the baby for both you and your dog. 
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TRAINING AND INSTRUCTION
❖❖ Linda P. Case, MS, AutumnGold Consulting 

and Dog Training Center, Mahomet, IL. Linda 
Case is a canine nutritionist, science writer, 
and companion animal consultant who 
uses positive reinforcement and shaping 
techniques to modify behavior in dogs in 
basic level through advanced classes. (217) 
586-4864; autumngoldconsulting.com 

❖❖ Stephanie Colman, Caninestein Dog 
Training, Los Angeles, CA. Offering training 
for basic through advanced obedience, 
competition dog sports, problem-solving,  
and more! Private lessons and group classes. 
(818) 414-8559; caninesteintraining.com

❖❖ Pat Miller, CBCC-KA, CPDT-KA, Peaceable 
Paws Dog and Puppy Training, Fairplay, 
MD. Group and private training, rally, 
behavior modification, workshops, intern 
and apprentice programs. Miller also 
offers a variety of dog training academies 
and instructors’ courses. (301) 582-9420; 
peaceablepaws.com

Trainers mentioned in the cues 
article (pages 15-17)

❖❖ Renee Amodeo, Vienna, VA. (703) 577-0106; 
muttloverescue.org

❖❖ Valerie Balwanz, PMCT, CPDT-KA, Pampered 
Pets, Charlottesville, VA. (434) 973-7387; 
pamperedpetscville.com 

❖❖ Estie Dallett, Civil Dogobedience, 
Washington, DC. (202) 297-3038 ;  
info@civildog.com

❖❖ Simone de Lima, ProAnima.  
sgdelima@gmail.com

❖❖ Kelly Fahey, The DogSmith of 
Hunterdon, Pittstown, NJ.  (908) 581-3469; 
DogSmithOfHunterdon.com

❖❖ Carolyn Kerner, Dog Gone Right, 
Hammond, LA. (504) 376-4035; 
doggoneright.net

❖❖ Lisa Marino, Head of the Class Dog 
Training, Winchester, VA. (414) 881-0779; 
headoftheclassdogtrainingllc.com

Books and dvds
❖❖ Linda P. Case, MS, is author of The Dog: 

Its Behavior, Nutrition, and Health; 
Canine and Feline Nutrition; Canine and 
Feline Behavior: A Complete Guide to 
Understanding Our Two Best Friends, and 
the very recently published Dog Food Logic: 
Making Smart Decisions for Your Dog in an 
Age of Too Many Choices. Her blog can be 
read at thesciencedog.wordpress.com. 
You can find all of her books at Dogwise,  
(800) 776-2665; dogwise.com 

❖❖ WDJ Training Editor Pat Miller is author 
of Positive Perspectives; Positive 
Perspectives 2; Power of Positive Dog 
Training; Play With Your Dog; Do Over 
Dogs: Give Your Dog a Second Chance 
at a First Class Life; and her newest book, 
How to Foster Dogs: From Homeless to 
Homeward Bound. Available from  
dogwise.com and wholedogjournal.com

what’s 
ahead …

❖❖ the good- 
enough dog 
When to accept, 
and when to try to 
change, your dog’s 
behavior.

❖❖ k9 life 
jackets 
The best products 
to keep your dog 
afloat!

❖❖ be his 
advocate 
Why it’s critical 
that you advocate 
for your dog with 
trainers, vets, and 
even other owners, 
and how to do so.

❖❖ lost a ball? 
The challenges 
of  cryptorchids 
(male dogs 
who have only 
one descended 
testicle).

❖❖ A Rose by 
any other 
name 
What a breed 
label can mean to 
a dog’s future, or 
lack thereof.

❖❖ it’s a treat 
The best “bait 
bags” for carrying 
training treats.


