
 
 

Using Treats in Training 

 

 
 

We use reward based methods with our animals at AWLA. While we use many types of rewards such as: play, toys, 

attention and more; food rewards are one of the most common rewards we use. Here are some tips to correctly use 

treat rewards when training: 

 

 Be aware of where your hands are. If they are always holding the treats or in the pocket where the treats are 

located, the dog will learn to focus on the hand or area where the treats are. This is when handlers run into the 

problem of treats becoming a bribe, not a reward. Unless you are teaching something new in which you would 

need to use the food as a lure, wait to bring the food out. Use a word when the dog does what you want and 

THEN produce the food. 

 Motivational treats should be small, soft and stinky! Large treats take too long to chew and crunchy treats are 

usually bland and not motivating to most dogs. For a human comparison: Would you rather work for broccoli or 

cupcakes? 

 It is best to not have a training session with a dog that just ate a full meal. A hungry dog will be more motivated 

by treats. 

 Treats should not be in plain view. A training pouch or nail apron is perfect for holding treats when training. 

 Always use a marker word, such as “good!” or “yes!” to let the dog know the MOMENT it has done what you 

wanted. Unless you are teaching a new behavior that requires a lure, a marker word (or click from a clicker) is 

sufficient enough to let your dog know when they did the right thing. Then, food is produced afterwards.  

 Always consider how exciting the treat is to the dog, verses what the dog is learning or what you are reinforcing. 

Using high value treats in every situation can decrease the value of that treat and other already less exciting 

treats. It may also cause over arousal that may cause mouthiness or cause the dog to lose focus on the task if it 

is becoming over excited about the treats. An example: A dog that can already knows the down cue at home can 

be rewarded at home with something less exciting than hot dogs. However, on the first day of obedience class, 

in a roomful of new dogs and humans, would be a more appropriate time to use the hot dog pieces.  

 Always decrease the amount of food given at mealtime in conjunction with the treats given out. This helps avoid 

weight gain! 

 Vary the rate of reinforcement. If a dog learns that every time it sits, it gets one treat, the dog may decide that 

one treat is not worth sitting for at times. To prevent this from happening randomize how any treats the dog will 

get. Sometimes one treat is given, sometimes six. Change the numbers often, always making it random. Think of 

a Las Vegas slot machine: You may not always win, but you keep playing! 



 If a dog is unable to take treats, the dog may be stressed. Back up, to the point where the dog was still 

comfortable to be working. Do not ever shove food into a dog’s mouth. That is not a reward it is a punishment. 
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