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Should you give your dog a bone?
Over the years, I have seen perfectly nice dogs of all types and breeds turn into ‘Jekyll and Hyde’ at 
the mere whiff of a bone, or even a big chew, such as a raw hide.  Dogs that had never previously 
shown any resource guarding at all suddenly surprise their owners with dramatic and sometime 
scary displays of aggression over their new-found trophy.  

In my experience, this reaction doesn’t seem linked to any particular breed, type or previous 
history. While a dog with a propensity to guard food or other items may be more likely to show 
such behaviour, others can genuinely demonstrate a behaviour change that is totally out of 
character when given an item of high enough value. 

Why is this? Well, in my view, it’s simply because for most dogs, a bone – or similar -  is just too 
grand a prize to be shared. It is, after all, off-the-scale delicious. It’s also just the right size for 
defending. It’s long-lasting. And just possibly, it calls to some deep, wild part of the dog that says 
‘prey’. 

All in all, for many dogs, having a bone-type chew is just too good, and this means that they want 
to keep it all to themselves, no matter what. 

As a result of this, and the physical risks that are potentially involved, I have for many years 
recommended that owners just avoid the issues, and give something else to chew instead. (Stag 
bars and Kongs spring to mind.) 
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While this is still the simplest message, if you are determined to give your dog really off-the-scale 
tasty chew treats then we should help dogs to cope with having humans around their treasured 
item before any issues occur. 

Being proactive in this way is something which may seem unnecessary – especially if you have a 
dog which never shows any possessive tendencies at all, but as ‘bone’ guarding seems to be in a 
category all of its own, I would suggest that it’s good practice for any and every dog on that very 
first occasion of being given a bone-type item to chew. 
 

So, what do we need to do? 
 
1. You gave it to the dog, so don’t try to regain possession once they have it!

This is one of those rules which many humans have trouble following! It seems that once we’ve 
given a dog something precious, all we want to do it get it back! In a dog’s mind, even taking one 
step towards them once they have something as valuable as a bone can seem like a threat, so 
keep away from the dog, don’t look at him, talk to him or try to touch him. Stay away!

2. Watch where the dog goes. 

This gives you useful information. If the dog goes away from you, and moves even further away 
if you move about, then he’s telling you that he feels uncomfortable with your presence – so be 
careful! Dogs that pick up the bone and bring it towards you, then lie down on your foot to chew 
are saying that they feel secure that you are no threat to their prize. 

3. Give, don’t take

After a period of time when the dog is tiring from chewing, sit some way away from your dog, 
with your side on to him or her (so that you don’t appear to be threatening). Toss really wonderful 
treats (cooked chicken, or liver cake) so that they rain down in a gentle shower near (or even on!) 
your dog. Make sure that you are not inadvertently moving towards your dog while you do this. 
When your dog stops chewing to eat some of the treats, get up and move further away. Toss more 
treats into his vicinity. The object of this exercise is to teach your dog that a high value chew + you 
(at a safe distance) = good things. That’s all. Do not fall into the trap of trying to lure the dog away 
with treats in order to be able to gain possession of his treasure! 

Most dogs will get up, eat the treats, go back to the bone and carry on chewing. This is fine. Simply 
repeat the exercise intermittently. You are putting ‘money in the bank’ of good associations. If you 
are lucky enough to have a dog that eats the treats, then goes to get the bone and brings it to you, 
praise them lavishly and give treats generously. However, still do not try to take the bone!
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Emergency rescue
If at any stage you need to take the item away, then use your brain, not physical confrontation. Go 
and ring the doorbell, get the dog’s dinner bowl out, or pick up his lead as if you are going out for a 
walk. All these methods help to ensure that the dog comes to you, not the other way round, but be 
aware that if you use these techniques more than once, your dog will become wise to your 
trickery! 

Overall, giving high value chews to your dog does not need to be a behavioural disaster – but it is 
essential that we are all proactive in preventing problems, not just reacting to them. 

Spotting the signs 
Not all dogs with guarding tendencies are obvious, you need to look out for certain signs:  

• The dog going still as you approach or walk past. 
• The dog leaning away from you.
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• The mouth tightening, causing the whiskers to rise. 
• The dog may move its body weight over the bone or put one or both front paws on it

• Often you see the white of the eye as the dog stares sideways without moving the head. 
• Ears back

• A slight curl of the lip. 
• A quiet growl. 
• It may progress to snarling, snapping…. and biting. 
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Possession is 9/10ths of the law 

Possession is 9/10ths of the law in dog society. Food guarding is not related to a dog being ‘
dominant’. A dog which appears generally meek can still ferociously and successfully guard a food 
item from a far larger, more confident dog. 

Never, ever punish your dog for food guarding. For many dogs the behaviour is related to a FEAR of 
the item being taken away.  Threatening behaviour from a person will only increase the fear, and 
this will result in the level of aggression escalating rapidly.   
 
Contact your vet or a behaviour specialist for help if you are concerned.


