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Why Your Dog Guards (and How to
Break the Habit)

Does your dog guard food, toys — or even you? Learn why it happens and how to turn guarding into trust with simple, positive steps.

Reviewed by Dr. Tracy Duffner

STORY AT-A-GLANCE

e Resource guarding is a natural dog instinct, not disobedience. Dogs protect food, toys, or people out of fear

or insecurity, but you can teach them to feel safe instead

e Early warning signs include stiffening, hovering over items, "whale eye," or growling. Recognizing these cues
helps prevent situations from escalating into aggression or dangerous bites

e Punishment does not solve guarding — it makes it worse. Force-free training builds trust by teaching dogs
that people approaching their food or toys means more rewards, not threats

e Simple management steps, like feeding separately, removing high-value triggers, and teaching kids safety
techniques, reduce stress while you retrain guarding behaviors through positive associations

e Desensitization, trading games, and "drop it" cues can break guarding habits. Seek professional help if bites

occur, children are involved, or progress stalls despite consistent training

Resource guarding is one of the most confusing and frustrating behaviors you may face as a dog owner. You place a
food bowl down or hand over a favorite chew toy, and suddenly your sweet companion stiffens, growls, or even snaps

when you approach. It feels personal — almost like your dog does not trust you.

But here is the truth — guarding is not about dominance, disobedience, or a lack of love. It is about instinct, insecurity,
and survival. Continue reading to understand why dogs guard, what it looks like, and most importantly, how you can

help your dog feel safe enough to let go of the habit.

Understanding Resource Guarding

Before you can solve a problem, you need to understand it. Resource guarding is when your dog protects something
they see as valuable from people, other dogs, or even the family cat. These can include:’

e Food (bowls, treats, rawhides, or even scraps on the floor)
e Toys, bones, or chews

e A bed, crate, or favorite sleeping spot

e Clothing, shoes, or random objects they find

e Even you, their favorite human
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From a dog's perspective, guarding makes sense. In the wild, food is scarce, and animals that do not protect what they
have often go hungry. Even though your dog has a full food bowl and a safe home, those instincts do not disappear.
Add in anxiety, lack of confidence, or past experiences of having things taken away, and guarding behavior can

develop.

What Guarding Looks Like

Not all guarding is obvious. Some dogs only show subtle signs that they are uncomfortable with someone
approaching. Others may escalate to full-blown aggression. Recognizing early warning signs can prevent a situation
from becoming dangerous. Common guarding signals include:?

e Eating faster when someone walks by, as if to finish before the food is taken away.
e Body blocking, where your dog positions themselves between you and the item.

e Stiffening or hovering over the object.

e Hard staring or showing the whites of the eyes ("whale eye").

e Baring teeth, lifting the upper lip, growling, snarling, or snapping.

e Chasing or biting if someone tries to take the object.
Think of these signals as your dog's way of saying, "l don't feel safe. Please back off.">

Many puppies go through a resource guarding phase. In litters, they compete fiercely for food and toys, so it is natural
for them to bring that behavior into your home. The good news is that guarding is often easier to fix in puppies. Use
the same desensitization methods, but start with very low-value items and go slowly. The earlier you address it, the

less likely it is to become a lifelong habit.?

Why Dogs Guard

Resource guarding is not about your dog trying to be the "alpha" or dominate you. That's an outdated myth. Instead, it
is usually linked to fear, insecurity, or past experiences. Here are some of the most common reasons dogs guard:>®

e Fear or anxiety — Nervous dogs are more likely to worry about losing what they have.
e Lack of confidence — Secure dogs tend to share more freely. Insecure ones clutch tightly to their treasures.

e Lack of routine — Dogs thrive on predictability. If they do not know when their next meal is coming, they

may guard food more fiercely.

e Past punishment — If a dog was punished or had items forcibly taken away, they may have learned to

defend themselves.

e Competition — Puppies raised in litters often fight for food or toys, and those habits can carry into
adulthood.

Understanding the "why" behind the behavior is the first step in addressing it.



Why Punishment Makes Things Worse

It is tempting to scold or forcefully take something from your dog when they guard. After all, you are the owner —
shouldn't you be able to touch anything your dog has?

But here is the problem — punishment does not solve guarding. It actually confirms your dog's fears. By taking their
food or toy away, you teach them you are a threat. Over time, they may skip warning growls and jump straight to
biting.

That is why modern trainers use force-free, positive methods. The goal is not to scare your dog into submission, but to

change how they feel about people approaching their stuff.”3

The Human Connection — You Guard, Too

It might help to think about guarding in human terms. Imagine you just sat down to a perfectly cooked steak after a
long day. A stranger reaches across your plate to take it. You would probably smack their hand away and say, "Hey,

that's mine!"

Dogs are not being bad when they guard. They are being normal. The difference is that, in our homes, this natural
instinct can cause conflict and risk of injury.

How to Manage Guarding in Everyday Life

While training takes time, there are simple management steps you can take right away to keep everyone safe and
lower your dog's stress.?19

e Do not disturb mealtimes — Give your dog space when eating. Feed them in a quiet, separate room if
needed.

e Avoid "testing” your dog — Repeatedly approaching or trying to take things away only makes guarding

worse.

e Remove triggers — If your dog guards bones or certain toys, do not give those items unless they can enjoy

them alone.
e Control the environment — Use baby gates or crates to separate dogs during feeding or chewing time.

e Teach children safety — Kids should never try to take food or toys from a guarding dog.

These strategies will not "fix" guarding, but they will help to prevent dangerous situations while you work on training.

Teaching Trust Instead of Fear

The good news is that resource guarding responds very well to training. The key technique is called desensitization
and counter-conditioning (DSCC). That is a fancy way of saying you slowly teach your dog to associate your presence

with good things, not threats. Here are the core steps:'"12

1. Start at a safe distance — If your dog guards food, tether them or place them behind a baby gate. Stand far
enough away that they stay relaxed. Toss a tasty treat (like chicken) near them and keep moving. Repeat



several times until they start looking happy when you approach.

2. Build positive associations — Over time, gradually get closer. Each time you approach, toss something
better than what they already have. If they are eating kibble, toss pieces of cooked chicken or cheese. They will

learn: "When my human comes near, something even better appears!"

3. The refill exercise — Instead of giving a full meal at once, start with an empty bowl. Approach, drop in a
small portion of food, and step back. Repeat until the meal is gone. Your dog begins to see your hand not as a
threat but as a food source.

4. Work with objects — If your dog guards toys or chews, use the treat toss game. Give them a safe item to
chew, then walk by and toss a treat from a safe distance. Over time, decrease the distance until you can stand
right next to them without issue.

5. Teach cues like "drop it” and "leave it" — Start with low-value toys. Offer a treat in exchange when your
dog lets go of the toy. Say "drop it" or "give." Then, give the toy back so they learn sharing does not mean
permanent loss. Slowly work up to higher-value items.

The golden rule is to never move faster than your dog is comfortable. If they growl, stiffen, or snap, you have pushed
too far. Take a step back and go slower. Even with training, mistakes happen. Maybe your dog grabs a shoe or finds
food dropped on the floor. Here is how to handle it safely:

e Trade, don't take — Offer a high-value treat (like chicken or cheese) in exchange for the item.
e Use lures if needed — If your dog does not know "drop it," hold a treat near their nose and lure them away.
e Stay calm — Do not yell, chase, or grab. That will only escalate the situation.

e Manage for next time — Keep tempting items out of reach to prevent repeat problems.

Remember — trading a treat for a stolen item is not "rewarding bad behavior." It is reinforcing trust and preventing
aggression.

When to Seek Professional Help

Resource guarding can often be managed at home, but there are times when it is best to bring in a professional trainer
or veterinary behaviorist. Consider seeking professional guidance if:

e Your dog has already bitten someone.

e Guarding is directed at children in the home.
e Multiple dogs are fighting over resources.

e You feel unsafe or overwhelmed.

e Weeks of training show little improvement.

A professional can customize a training plan, help you read your dog’s body language, and ensure safety. They may
also recommend a veterinary check up to rule out medical issues like pain or anxiety that can worsen guarding.



The Bottom Line

Your dog is not being “bad” when they guard — it is their instinct to try to protect something valuable. With patience,
positive training, and smart management, you can teach your dog that sharing is safe and even rewarding.

By replacing fear with trust, you will not only reduce guarding behavior but also strengthen your bond. And isn’t that
the real treasure your dog is guarding — the relationship between the two of you?
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