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Does this…

Predict this…



The quick and dirty of the science
• Even with extensive training and experience, it is difficult to achieve inter-

rater reliability for passive behaviours (Valsecchi et al. 2012, …)

• Fearful responses to novelty appear to be somewhat reliable (if you can 
recognise them) (Mornement et al. 2015, …)

• ‘Food guarding’ test is not predictive (Mohan-Gibbons et al. 2012, Marder et 
al. 2013, …)

• ‘Fake dog’ test is only partially predictive (Shabelansky et al. 2015, …)

• You can’t assess personality from a single interaction (Rayment et al. 2015, …)

• One-time tests are not valid for assessing coping strategies (LOTS! In many 
species, including dogs)

• Mathematically, it’s virtually impossible to valid tests properly, when you are 
missing half of your data! (Patronek and Bradley 2016)



Words matter…

• Temperament: Early appearing, innate behavioural tendencies

• Personality: Stable behavioural traits that are consistent across 
time and contexts

• Behaviour: What you can see!

• Test: A procedure for critical evaluation; a means of 
determining the presence, quality, or truth of something

• Assessment: The evaluation or estimation of the nature, 
quality, or ability of someone or something.
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When ‘having a bad day’ is understandable…

https://www.facebook.com/michelle.fisher.900/videos/10154469904118344/


How do we assess without ‘temperament tests’?

DOGS!



What staff need to assess well

Every person involved in handling dogs within your 
organisation should be trained in the following:

• Low stress animal handling 

• Defensive dog handling 

• Recognising and understanding canine behaviour and 
communication



So how do we know when NOT to assess?
• Hypervigilance, hyperactivity, restlessness and poor sleeping or 

resting habits

• Increasing reactivity to handling, other dogs and/or environmental 
stimuli

• Dull or withdrawn behaviour, failure to engage with the environment 
or handlers

• Changes in appetite or water consumption 
(notable increases or decreases)

• Changes to faecal consistency

• Changes to vocalisation patterns 
(e.g. excessive barking or suppression of vocalisations)
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Making decisions about problematic behaviour

You should have a framework for decision making which takes 
the following in to account:

• What resources are available?
• To hold the dog

• To work with the dog

• To place the dog

• Can you get more information from another source?

• Do you have an outside expert to consult?

• Are you able to network to find someone else to help the dog

• Does the behaviour REALLY indicate an increased safety risk? 





High risk behaviours
• Human-directed aggression

• History of hard bites causing tissue damage

• Quick escalation to biting, especially at low levels of arousal

• Aggression with multiple or varying triggers (e.g. resource guarding stuff AND 
people)

• Dog-directed aggression
• History of hard bites causing tissue damage

• Overt aggression when introduced appropriately to suitable dog

• Predation
• Predation towards people or other dogs

• High level predation towards other animals (making management difficult)



Dog 1.

- Multiple bite history with no clear triggers

- Escalates to hard bites with little warning

- Staff note dog is easily frustrated 

- Fearful of unfamiliar people

- Dog is slow to respond to basic training

Dog 2.

- Multiple incident history in kennels with single 
trigger (high value food)

- No escalation past snapping with prolonged 
warning period

- Staff have noted other signs of kennel stress

- Responds quickly to basic training





Assessing dog-on-dog predation 

• Appetitive behaviour, so 
behavioural suppression is 
problematic

• False negatives common

• Chase-proneness, behavioural 
plasticity and sociability are 
completely independent

• Often, but not always 
accompanied by high arousal





Practical guidelines for assessing behaviour in 
shelter dogs

• Train, don’t complain (works for both people and dogs!)

• Context is important - provide quality care, enrichment and monitor 
welfare

• Many hands make light work - build your network to include volunteers, 
foster carers, rescue partners and professional partners.

• Collect information from the moment the dog enters your care… and then 
use it!

• Develop protocols and adoptability criteria as a team, and revisit regularly

• Transparency and accountability are your friend - develop systems for 
raising and addressing concerns

• If in doubt, get more information!

• Last but not least, follow up post-adoption to track your progress


