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Behavioral Assessments, Training & Programs for Dogs

By Rick Yocum, CNE
Executive Director, Humane Society of Manatee County

nimal shelters serve as temporary homes for countless dogs,
each with a unique history, personality and set of behav-
iors. Many of these dogs have experienced neglect, abuse

or abandonment, leading to various behavioral issues that can
hinder their chances of being adopted. This is where behavioral
assessments, training and programs play a crucial role. They are
essential tools in understanding, rehabilitating and preparing shelter
dogs for a successful transition into loving homes.

Behavioral assessments are the first step in addressing a dog’s
needs in a shelter environment. These assessments involve evaluat-
ing a dog’s temperament, reactions to various stimuli and interac-
tions with people and other animals. By observing behaviors such
as aggression, fear, anxiety and sociability, shelter staff can develop
a comprehensive understanding of each dog’s personality. This
understanding is vital for several reasons. Firstly, it helps in placing
the dog in the right home. A dog that is good with children but fear-
ful of other dogs can be matched with a family without pets, ensur-
ing a safer and more harmonious environment. Secondly, behavioral
assessments identify issues that need to be addressed through
training or behavioral modification programs. For example, a dog
displaying fear-based aggression can be given specific interventions
to reduce this behavior.

Once a dog’s behavior has been assessed, the next step is train-
ing. Behavioral training involves teaching dogs new behaviors and
modifying undesirable ones. Positive reinforcement is a common
technique, where desirable behavior is rewarded, encouraging the
dog to repeat it. This method is not only effective but also helps
build trust between the dog and humans.

Training in shelters focuses on basic commands, such as sit, stay
and come, which are essential for any dog’s safety and well-being.
More complex issues, such as leash aggression or separation anxiety,
require tailored training programs. For instance, a dog with leash
aggression might undergo desensitization and counter-conditioning
exercises to create positive associations with being on a leash.

Training benefits dogs by improving their behavior, making them
more adoptable. A well-behaved dog is more likely to attract poten-
tial adopters, reducing their time in the shelter. Training also can sig-
nificantly enhance a dog’s quality of life, reducing stress and anxiety
by providing mental stimulation and a sense of accomplishment.

Behavioral programs in shelters encompass a range of
‘ j 4 activities designed to address the mental and emotional
‘ ’ needs of dogs. These programs are comprehensive, com-
p bining assessment, training, enrichment, and
sometimes even post-adoption support.
Enrichment activities are a crucial com-
ponent of behavioral programs. These
activities, such as puzzle toys, play
sessions and scent games, pro-
vide mental stimulation and
physical exercise, which
are vital for a dog’s
overall well-being.
Enrichment helps
__ alleviate boredom,

.

reducing behaviors like excessive
barking or chewing that often arise
from inactivity and frustration.

Socialization is another critical ’
element. Dogs in shelters often lack §&
adequate social interaction, which
can lead to fear and aggression.
Socialization programs expose dogs
to various people, environments
and other animals in a controlled
and positive manner. This exposure
helps them become more adapt-
able and confident, easing their
transition into new homes.

Behavioral programs also in-
clude ongoing monitoring and adjustment. Shelter staff regularly re-
view each dog’s progress and modify their training and enrichment
plans as needed. This dynamic approach ensures that interventions
remain effective and responsive to the dog’s evolving needs.

The importance of behavioral programs extends beyond the
shelter. Humane Society of Manatee County will offer post-adoption
support to ensure the dog’s successful integration into his or her
new home. This support can include follow-up consultations,
additional training sessions and resources for adopters. By providing
ongoing assistance, shelters help prevent the return of dogs due to
behavioral issues, ensuring that adoptions are lasting and fulfilling
for both the dog and the new owner.

Behavioral assessments, training and programs are indispensable
components of modern animal shelters. They transform the lives of
dogs, turning frightened, stressed and sometimes aggressive animals
into well-adjusted, adoptable pets. By addressing the behavioral
needs of shelter dogs, we not only increase their chances of finding
permanent homes but also enhance their quality of life during their
stay in the shelter. Investing in these programs is a testament to our
commitment to animal welfare, reflecting our responsibility to care
for and rehabilitate these vulnerable animals. Through understand-
ing, training and comprehensive support, we can give shelter dogs
the second chance they so richly deserve, right here at the Humane
Society of Manatee County’s Second Chance Adoption Center.

The Humane Society of Manatee County’s Behavioral Committee
is led by HSMC Wellness Director, Dr. Lindsay Rollend, working along
with staff and volunteers. %
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Humane Society of Manatee County (HSMC) Veterinary Clinic is lo-
catedat 2415 14th Street West in Bradenton and can be reached by
calling 941-747-8808, Option #1. Open to the public, the veterinary
clinic is open by appointment Monday through Friday, from 8:00 a.m. to
5:00 p.m., and Saturday, from 8:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m. For details about
the HSMC veterinary clinic, visit www.humanemanatee.org.

Humane Society of Manatee County is located at 2515 14th Street
West in Bradenton and can be reached by calling 941-747-8808. The
Adoption Centeris open 10:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m., and closed
12:00 to 1:00 p.m., Tuesday through Saturday. For more information,
visit www.humanemanatee.org online, or send an e-mail to
info@humanemanatee.org.
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