Using Food in Training				by Laurie Albright

The question comes up – “How do I stop using food when I need to take my dog in the ring?”... as always, the answer is: it depends.  Let’s look first at the training progressions we go through using food as a training tool.
The first way we use food is as a lure, to move the dog into the correct position and let him know that being in that position is going to get him a treat.  For example, when we want the dog in a down, we use the food to lure into a down, as soon as the dog is down we can either say “yes” or click and give the dog the treat.  Once we know the behaviour is going to happen, we start adding the word.  Say “down”, then lure the dog into a down, click and treat.  Before long the dog is going to anticipate the lure into position when he hears the word “down” and he’ll beat you to it, going down before you have a chance to lure.  YAY!  You have a verbal command!
That’s when you start to leave the food in your pocket.  Your hand signal looks the same (we call it using “air cookies”), you still say “down” first, then give your hand signal.  Click when the dog is down and get the cookie out of your pocket and reward the dog.  Note, the treat is now a reward, not a lure.  It doesn’t stay in your hand anymore.
When that’s going really well and you almost never need a hand signal, you put the dog on an intermittent reward schedule.  Sometimes you will click and treat, sometimes you will jump up and down with excitement (and let the dog jump up and down with you), sometimes you will throw a ball.... whatever your dog loves.  Start with frequent rewards, then fade them out until you’re sometimes asking for three behaviours in a row before you reward, sometimes  five, sometimes one.  Make the average more and more, if you start with an average of one treat for three behaviours, work your way up gradually to ten behaviours for a treat on average, (sometimes it’s five, sometimes it’s fifteen).
Okay, so that’s the theory.  Now let’s talk about reality.
Our goal, when we’re training for competition, is to make the work so much fun that the dog finds the work rewarding.  They love doing it because it’s fun and we’re so pumped when they work and the energy loop in never ending.  But let’s face it, some dogs find other dogs or rabbits or leaves more interesting than doing obedience (or whatever your sport of choice).  So now we have a bit more of a challenge.  These dogs will work for food, but aren’t really interested in much else.  So we have to build an interest in other things.
There are some games you can play in the ring that will be fun for your dog (and therefore rewarding), if you work it right.  Touch is one that comes to mind.  If you teach your dog to hand target with his nose, it can become a reward in itself.  Make sure when you teach “touch”, you are ALWAYS upbeat, having fun and make it exciting!  If it’s boring, it’s just one more thing they’ll only do for cookies.  Spin is another trick you can do in the ring, or at the end of a run – again, if it’s REALLY fun and exciting, it’s a reward!
For the really hard cases, we’ve been known to trick the dog.  I know, evil.  But it can work.  Before bringing the dog into the training environment, stash treats all over the room.  Then bring the dog in, do your warm up routine and start “working”.  Take all the treats out of your pockets and hands.  Work for twenty seconds, then RUN (be exciting) over to a stash and get the dog a treat.  Go back to working.  Work for a minute and RUN over to another stash.  The idea is to work for varied lengths of time, short to start with, but build it up, with rewards coming from who knows where.  The idea is to have your dog believing that you are SO AMAZING!  You can find treats in the most unusual places if he works well, they don’t have to be on your person for you to find them.  When you go to a fun match, stash friends around the ring and run over to snag treats from them two or three times during your run.  The idea is that your dog never knows when you’ll be able to procure a treat, so he’d best keep working just in case.  Intermittent reward theory at it’s finest.
The flip side of the reward coin is what happens if the dog chooses not to work regardless.  If the dog just won’t respond to my energy and intermittent rewards – fine.  Really.  He can go back in his crate and watch while I work a dog that does want to work. Getting mad and punishing my distracted one is not going to make him love the work.  It’s going to make him think working with me is just as big a drag as he thought it was!  Jealousy however, is a fine tool to create “want to” in a dog!  The OTHER dog is having a great time!  Playing tug, getting treats, working!  It’s amazingly effective.
Another option:  figure out what the dog wants to be doing (sniffing, visiting other dogs or people), put that on cue and use it as a reward for doing good work.  Again, start with short work session, then “YAY!  Good BOY!  Go sniff (visit, chase the ball)!  Build up the time until the dog gets to working for four or five minutes before they get their reward of choice.  The catch to this one is that they don’t get to do that behaviour unless you tell them they can.  So, if visiting the other dog is the reward, then don’t let the dog come in the door and start visiting – it’s a privilege to be earned.
The thing to remember is that every dog is an individual.  What works for Fluffy won’t necessarily work for Spike.  You need to know your dog and what he wants out of life, then find a way to make that desire work for you!
