
The nutrition/behavior link  
 
by Job Michael Evans  

I have been giving seminars on canine 
nutrition with Dr. Jane Bicks, a veterinarian 
who has made small animal nutrition her 
specialty for the last six years. In our talks, 
Dr. Bicks has spoken on the clinical 
aspec;ts of canine nutrition and I have 
spoken on the behavioral aspects.  

Much of the behavioral data available 
are anecdotal and few reliable studies are 
available. Nevertheless, it is now 
recognized by trainers, veterinarians and 
behaviorists that there is a vital link 
between what we feed our dogs and how 
our dogs act.  

I have been overwhelmed with the 
similarities between the reports I receive at 
one lecture and what I hear at another. 
Why, for instance, does a dog in southern 
New Jersey eat drywall when fed a certain 
canned food, while a dog in Westchester 
County, fed the same ration, also denudes 
walls of plaster? Why do advocates of free 
feeding invariably experience more 
housebreaking problems than owners who 
serve set meals at set times? Is there a link 
between overbarking and lack of proper 
nutrition? Why is it so difficult, sometimes 
impossible, to transfer dogs that have been 
eating sugar-filled "semi-moist" foods to 
another ration-and how do they "rebel" 
behaviorally when the attempt is made?  

I began to be aware of the link between 
behavior and nutrition when I read the 
chapter on the subject in William E. 
Campbell's pioneering book, Behavior 
Problems in Dogs, (American Veterinary 
Publications, 1975). Campbell carne down 
harshly on commerical "filler" foods and 
seemed to have little tolerance for low-
protein, non-fixed-formula foods that had 
more than two carbohydrates. While not 
going into specific brand namesand again, 
using material and data that were anecdotal 
and gained from his long experience as a 
counselor and trainer-he seemed to opt for 
a homemade diet or for use of a 
"professional" food-most of which were 
new on the market at that time.  

He further suggested the use of a B-
complex vitamin as "good behavioral 
insurance" for problem dogs. In general, I 
find his advice sound, and especially 
valuable-even propheticin terms of what I 
have found in my own consultations with 
individual dog owners (more than 7000 in 
the last 14 years).  

When to feed  

Without--for the time being-going into 
what to feed your dog, let's look at  

 

when many owners feed. When do the vast 
majority of American dogs eat? Five-thirty 
PM that's when. Why? "Because that's 
when I get horne," is the common response 
(emphasis is often on the word "I") or for 
as simple, and supposedly logical, a reason 
as "That's when my mother fed her dogs."  

This is supposed to make sense to the 
dog, which has a hunger center, called the 
hypothalamus, that is extremely delicate, 
and over which the dog never really 
masters complete control. (Humans have a 
hypothalamus too, and we are expected to 
gain control of it-bu~ the makers of Lean 
Cuisine can confidently tell us that we 
don't.) The hypothalamus regulates 
temperature and appetite, and unless it is 
kept satisfied, naughty behavior is more of 
a possibility-especially stress-related 
behavior.  

This is one area in which a legitimate 
comparison can be made between the 
behavior of dogs and the behavior of 
children. In general, if your child or your 
dog is hungry you stand a higher risk of 
bad behavior. To keep the hypothalamus 
satisfied, it might be necessary, for some 
dogs, to feed two times a day, during the 
dog's waking periods. This has a calming, 
resting effect and helps to stabilize bad 
behavior.  

If the main feeding is at night, the dog 
goes to sleep with a full or nearfull 
stomach, and while the food has a calming 
effect (remember how you feel after 
Thanksgiving dinner?) there's very little 
mischief the dog can get into while asleep! 
My suggestion to owners of problem dogs 
is to keep food in the dog's stomach during 
its waking hours.  

Frequently, problems such as destructive 
chewing, pica, trashing and tossing of 
garbage can be alleviated simply by 
offering early morning and early afternoon 
feedings and adding a light treat in the 
evening to "escort" 8. dog's stomach through 
the night. And in case you wonder about 
the behavioral descriptions above, let me 
mention that they are distinct behavioral 
patterns. The destructive chewer chews-
usually chewable items. The dog with pica 
problems chews weird things such as keys, 
metal soda cans and the like; the trasher 
trashes and then chews what has been 
spread around, and the tosser simply tosses 
items into the air. All may need two 
feedings, all may suffer from a dissatisfied 
hypothalamus, and all need training that is 
concurrent with nutritional changes.  

Another method of feeding that is in  

 

my opinion highly debatable is the Grand Central Station 
method, in which the dog and its ration are placed squarely in 
the flow of human and/or canine traffic in the belief that the 
dog will enjoy its food more if fed in this fashion! I am willing 
to bet big bucks that this is precisely how the majority of 
American dogs eat.  

I have prostrated myself flat on the floor in such households, 
about six to ten feet from the eating dog, and made 
observations 1 was never able to make from above. Dogs 
often lift their eyes anxiously, stop eating and trail-with their 
eyes-human feet that trespass too close. They may bolt their 
food, or snarl sometimes inaudibly. Meanwhile humans stroll 
about gleefully thinking how nice it is that Fido is part of the 
happy family and eats right with the others. The fact that the 
dog is a pack animal that instinctively guards its food doesn't 
seem to dawn even on some experienced dog people.  

The Grand Central Station approach is an insult to a dog on a 
rational and genetic level. We know that stress, nutrition, 
training and care are intimately connected, and if what I've 
described isn't a stressful eating arrangement I'd like to know 
what is!  

Feed your dog alone in a room, or in a crate-let him or her 
enjoy the preferably twice-daily ration in peace. How many 
times have you been dissatisfied at a restaurant because your 
table was in the flow of heavy traffic? Perhaps the distraction 
even made you angry or unable to digest your food. Let your 
dog enjoy his daily bread  
without the dread!  .  

 

 

Housesoiling and diet  

I receive many calls about housesoiling problems from my 
New York City clients, some of whom must be away from their 
dogs for hours each day. Many are career persons who leave the 
apartment at 8 AI'v1 and return at 5-6 PM, often to an 
apartment littered with feces and urine. On the one hand it can 
be said that these people should not have dogs and there is a 
point here. I call it the "Yuppies with Puppies" syndrome-young 
urbanites with young dogs that need time that isn't available. 
Nevertheless, such souls and other time-pressed persons do 
have dogs. How can we make the housebreaking task easier for 
such a person?  

Because the puppy owned by the person who must be out for 
a long time must retain sphincter control for a long time, I feel 
that it is in the dog's best interest to suggest a low-carbohydrate 
food that is known to produce compact stools. Further, I like the 
food to have not more than two carbohydrates and to contain a 
fiber sub·  



  
stance that is helpful to dogs such as bran 
or beet pulp. Several "professional" foods 
fit such a description. In my experience, 
these help the puppy to retain a stool for a 
longer period of time, so that the pup can 
"think out" exactly where the owner wants 
it deposited-whether that means on the 
street (in which case the dog must wait 
until he or she comes home and must "hold 
it") or on papers (which means that the pup 
must find the papers and deposit it there).  

A puppy or older dog is much more 
likely to reach these goals if the stool 
carried within its body is compact, well 
formed and not ready to "slide" out due to 
poor intestinal flora. It is well known that 
many commerical, nonfixed formula foods 
use additional carbohydrates to insure 
"proper intestinal movement" (i.e. to get the 
dog to eliminate), but these additional 
carbohydrates can backfire on the dog and 
owner who must be apart for long periods 
of time. Then too, we know that surplus 
carbohydrates simply add weight and do 
little or no good on a clinical level, not to 
mention the behavioral ramifications.  

A second reason I suggest alternative 
foods (I prefer that moniker to 
"professional" foods) is that stool clean-up 
is infinitely easier. In New York City (and 
in a number of other metropolitan areas) we 
have a strict pick-up law, which, amazingly 
enough, most New Yorkers obey. 
Alternative foods invariably produce a 
small, easyto-pick-up stool.  

Boarding kennel proprietors, too, 
understand well the need for quick and easy 
clean ups. How does this figure in on an 
emotional or behavioral level? On the level 
of stress, I'd say because each time an 
owner has to clean up a large, floppy stool 
caused by substandard nutrition, that is one 
demerit on the dog's scorecard, one more 
reason for the owner to get frustrated with 
the dog (however unreasonably).  

We must remember that the interplay 
between dog and human is constant, and 
nutrition affects that interplay in many 
ways-ways that are not always so 
noticeable. As one of my "Yuppie with a 
Puppie" clients put it the other day, 
"Thanks for suggesting that food. I take 
enough crap from my boss every day. I 
hardly need it from my dog when I come 
home!"  

Destructive chewing  

If you call a gathering of more than 10 
trainers and start to exchange stories, 
chances are several will focus on the 
correlation between feeding a canned food 
as a sole ration and destructive chewing-
especially chewing of drywall, plaster and 
rugs. There will be frustrated laughter as 
the trainers try to find out from each other 
the reason why the correlation exists. Are 
the dogs trying to make up for some 
nutritional lack-perhaps obtaining gypsum 
or magnesium from the drywall or plaster? 
Does the overall water content (40-70% in 
many cans) in such foods spur them to seek 
a "dry" food in the form of drywall or 
carpet? While there can be. no accurate 
scientific studies in this area, (even if 
attempted  

 

the dogs would be out of their natural 
element and the findings biased) it is safe 
to presume from the overwhelming 
anecdotal evidence that a diet of strictly 
canned foods is probably a disaster for 
dogs that chew.  

As a sidepoint, let me mention that since 
canned foods are so high in water content, 
they often complicate housesoiling 
problems such as in-house urination and 
territorial marking since, besides the 
regular supply of water, the dog has an 
additional source of water in the canned 
food.  

Chewers can be helped by your giving 
them a dry food that will help them to use 
their mouths in a constructive way! I firmly 
believe that many dogs experiencing 
problems with destructive chewing are 
trying to make up for nutritional 
deficiencies and also crave something to 
chew on-preferably something hard and 
edible. The excuse-"I give him plenty of 
hard chew toys," might make little sense to 
the dog oriented to chewing and swallow-
ing food (or objects) with "give. " My 
experience bears out the fact that many 
dogs like to tussle with their food, and, fed 
a diet of soft food, will find alternatives-
such as your couch.  

Needless to say, the solution to a 
problem with destructive chewing does not 
lie totally in changing the dog's diet-but the 
owner (not to mention the trainer 
counseling the owner) owes it to the dog to 
explore every avenue to help rehabilitate 
the dog and stop the chewing.  

The fact that many trainers counsel on 
behavior problems without ever going into 
the vital area of nutrition is sad. Dr. 
Pemberton (an Australian veterinarian) 
states that a dog must be fed a maximum, 
optimum diet for at least three to four 
weeks prior to training if the brain is to 
operate in all its complexities. Is it any 
wonder that dogs in obedience classes who 
are fed poorly seem to learn more slowly or 
that destructive chewers seem to become 
less destructive once fed a better ration?  

Finicky eaters  

My client stared me down confidently. 
"There's no way you're going to get this 
dog to eat," she declared. "I've already tried 
everything."  

I stared back confidently knowing that 
what was to come was so old to me I could 
have set it to music a long time ago.  

Predictably, my client described her 
efforts to get Konrad to munch down. She 
had tried every commercial food available, 
she had tried burger-type, semi-moist 
products, ("He threw up on those.") canned 
foods, ("He got 'the runs' on. those.") and 
finally people food, ("Now I have a 
combination of 'the runs' and throwing up-
depending on his mood, I guess.").  

We looked into the situation more and 
discovered that the owner had been placing 
the dog's food down, waiting 10 tu 20 
minutes and then adding something "good" 
when the dog wouldn't eat. This ruse lasted 
about six months and the dog faithfully 
waited for "mommy" to put something 
"yummy" in his food. The dog knew  

 

the words "mommy" and "yummy" meant 
to remain seated in front of the food bowl 
and adopt a dour, lifeless expression.  

"Eat your food up or mommy will have 
to put something yummy in it," was the 
dog's training phrase. The owner had, in 
essence, unintentionally trained the dog not 
to eat his food. Or rather, more 
appropriately, the dog had trained the 
owner to add that something "yummy".  

The solution was to place Konrad alone 
with his prepared food in a room and give 
him 10 minutes to eat. If within that time 
nothing was consumed, the owner simply 
picked up the food unceremoniously, 
neither scolding the dog for not eating nor 
pleading with it to eat. The same food was 
reoffered later in the day, again with the 
dog alone in a room free of distractions and 
set down for only 10 minutes. Within two 
days the dog figured out the new system-
that was the way feeding was conducted 
now, and "I might as well eat up, pronto," 
was his  
reasoning.  '.'  

As might be~ expected, the greatest 
problem was in getting the owner to leave 
the dog alone with his food and not add 
anything to'it after it was set down. "Oh, he 
can't eat unless I'm there," the owner said 
flatly. But within two days on our system 
the dog was eating a properly balanced dog 
food and greatly enjoying it, (and probably, 
the new-found peace experienced in being 
allowed to enjoy a meal alone without 
"mommy" hovering over him). To be sure, 
it was a blow to "mommy's" ego and her 
misguided instincts. She equated food with 
love, her presence with security for the 
dog, and was unintentionally wrecking the 
dog's health in the process.  

My advice concerning finicky eaters is 
almost always the same. Put the dog and 
his food alone in a room for 10 minutes and 
leave. Return and pick up whatever food 
the dog has not con, sumed. The only 
exception is if the dog is in the process of 
eating when you come into the room. You 
should then  

 

give it another five minutes to finish. 
Strict? Not in my book. This method is a 
way of undoing months ,ind even years of 
unintentional training for dietary troubles.  

If you have a chronic food-refuser, a 
stay at a boarding kennel that follows the 
above method might be of help to your 
dog-for frequently the dog will be placed 
between or near other dogs ravenously 
devouring their rationoften because they 
know they have only a set time with it. The 
presence of other dogs eating sometimes 
helps the finicky eater.  

I far prefer working on this problem on a 
behavioral level rather than suggesting 
secret concoctions that guarantee that the 
dog will eat. Usually the unenlightened 
owner will simply abuse the new additives 
in the same way as the old additives the 
dog is now refusing. If, however, the above 
method of feeding is being faithfully 
adhered to, some "spurs" are helpful to 
encourage the finicky eater.  

Beef broth works for many dogs, as does 
chicken boullion with garlic added (both 
should be poured over the dog food). 
Various food companies make products 
designed for finicky eaters, usually 
containing garlic or beef and chicken.  

Remember that dogs do not respond to 
what I call "placating" behaviorthe owner 
who whines at his or her dog to finish its 
food. To the dog this whining is 
"paralanguage" that sounds almost exactly 
like the whimper of its littermates when 
they refused to eat or for some reason 
didn't like what was offered. If your 
"paralanguage" (whining, whimpering 
tonalities) indicates to the dog that you are 
distressed over the food ("C'mon, eat, 
pleeeeeze!") the dog could think there is 
something definitely wrong with the food 
and will refuse to taste it until you (a 
fellow littermate) do-which, of course, you 
won't! So, it's into the trash can with that 
load of food, which of course confirms to 
the dog (if he sees you toss it out) that, 
truly, that was a food that shouldn't have 
been eaten.D  
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