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Topics to be discussed

• What is functional assessment?
• How do we talk about behavior?
• Where does behavior come from?
• How can we change behavior? 
• Can we do this in our daily routines?



Who are your challenging animals?

Think about one animal in your shelter or foster 
program who presents challenging behaviors.

What is the context, what is the behavior, what 
is being done to change that behavior?  



Functional assessment

A systematic process to identify specific 
behaviors and their environmental causes, and 

formulate effective behavior-modification 
strategies.

This method was created by Susan Friedman, Ph.D.
behaviorworks.org



Why functional assessments?

• Formal assessments are only a 
snapshot in time. 

• Functional assessments are 
ongoing, allowing for constant 
re-evaluation of behaviors 
under multiple contexts. 



Behavior

• Overt behavior = Behavior that we can observe, 
measure, and assess.

• Covert behavior = Internal behaviors that we 
cannot see or assess: thoughts, feelings, 
motivations, intentions.

• Constructs = Assumptions about covert behaviors.



Learning the difference

Are we talking about internal or external behaviors?

• Big Boy thinks he rules the roost.
• Big Boy necks over the other dogs in his run.
• Laz feels claustrophobic with four dogs in his run.
• Laz pants and paces when four dogs are in his run.
• Beemer is afraid of strange men.
• Beemer ducks his head, drops his tail, cowers in a corner and pees 

whenever a strange man enters his run.

Can you think of some other examples of overt and covert behaviors?



Learning the difference, continued

Are we talking about who the animal is, or what the animal does?

• Milo is smart.
• Milo learns new behaviors quickly.
• Ziggy is hyperactive.
• Ziggy runs along the fence for hours at a time.
• Lordes is dominant.
• Lordes humps dogs when she meets them.

Can you think of some other examples of constructs and observable 
behaviors?



Behavior

• Respondent behaviors: innate, built-in 
response to stimuli.

• Operant behaviors: dependent on 
consequences.
– Behaviors are strengthened or weakened 

depending on the consequences the behavior 
produced in the past.



“The main focus of functional assessment is 
operant behavior, as so many problem behaviors 
are the result of poorly arranged antecedent 
signals and inadvertent reinforcement.”
– Susan Friedman, Ph.D.



Where does behavior come from?

• Past experiences and consequences

• The environment

• Fear, frustration, boredom, excitement

• Physiological ailments



Humane hierarchy



The five freedoms

The welfare of an animal includes his/her 
physical and mental state, and we consider 
that good animal welfare implies both fitness 
and a sense of well-being. Any animal kept by 
humans must at least be protected from 
unnecessary suffering. 



The five freedoms

1. Freedom from hunger and thirst
2. Freedom from discomfort 
3. Freedom from pain, injury, or disease
4. Freedom to express normal behavior
5. Freedom from fear and distress



ABCs

• Antecedent: An external stimulus, situation, or 
circumstance that precedes the behavior.
– Distant antecedents are events leading up to the ABCs.

• Behavior: What an animal does in certain conditions. What 
exactly is the behavior? 

• Consequence(s): What is the purpose of the behavior? 
What occurs that increases or decreases the behavior? 

When A happens, B will likely decrease or increase in order to 
get or avoid C.



ABCs example

• Distant antecedents: A one-year-old dog was surrendered 
to the shelter after spending eight months living on a chain 
outside. The dog was malnourished and under-socialized. 

• Antecedent: When I offer my hand.

• Behavior: Dog growls. 

• Consequence: Remove my hand. 

• Prediction: Growling will continue/increase.



ABCs example

Friedman 2009



Friedman’s questions

• What does the problem look like in terms of actual behavior? 
What do you see?

• Under what conditions does your animal do this behavior?
What events predict it?

• What does your animal get, or get away from, by emitting this 
behavior?

• Under what conditions does your animal not do this 
behavior? When is it successful?

• What do you want the animal to do instead? 



Practice
Every day, Elizabeth goes to Potter’s area at 10 a.m. and opens the 
door to the kennel area; the other dogs start barking. Elizabeth checks 
the whiteboard for notes, walks to Potter’s kennel and enters the run. 
As soon as Elizabeth approaches the run, Potter is jumping. When she 
enters the run, Potter jumps up on her. Elizabeth always pushes Potter 
off her, says “no,” and proceeds to leash Potter for a walk. 
• Behavior? 
• Consequence? Reinforcing or punishing? 
• Antecedent and distant antecedent (background)? 
• What do you predict about the future behavior based on the 

current ABC?
• What are some ways we could change the antecedent and/or 

consequence to change the behavior? 
• What do you want the animal to do instead?



Putting it all together
Background: Elizabeth goes to Potter’s area at 10 a.m. every day. She 
opens the door to the kennel area and the other dogs start barking. 
She checks the whiteboard for notes, and walks to Potter’s kennel. 

Antecedent: Elizabeth enters the run.

Behavior: Potter jumps on Elizabeth.

Consequence: Elizabeth says no and pushes Potter off of her. She takes 
Potter for a walk. 

Prediction: When Elizabeth enters Potter’s run, Potter will continue to 
jump on her in order to get attention and go for a walk. 



Changing unwanted behavior
What are some ways in which we can change the antecedent?
What are some alternate or incompatible behaviors that we can 
teach instead? 

bestfriends.org/resources/dogs/teaching-go-your-place-dog-training-plan



Functional assessment: Hendrix
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Functional assessment: Tootsie



Functional assessment: Tootsie



Understanding reinforcers

Only the learner decides what is reinforcing and what is 
punishing. Identifying reinforcers: What does the 
animal enjoy the most? 

• Primary reinforcers: Innate
• Secondary reinforcers: Learned
• Intrinsic reinforcers: Behaviors that are reinforcing in 

and of themselves
• Competing reinforcers: Anything that is more 

reinforcing than the reinforcer being used in training



Relationship-based training

Uses the cooperative relationship between the 
trainer and the animal to achieve mutually 
beneficial results, while at the same time 
enhancing and strengthening their relationship. 



Relationship-based training

Every interaction is a learning experience, so every time 
you interact with your dogs (or cats) you are training 
them, whether or not you intend to.

Relationship-based training is a lifestyle — a constant 
dialogue with your animal — rather than a one-way 
issuing of cues that only occurs in structured training 
sessions. 



Relationship-based training

“Training is not a luxury, but a key component to 
good animal care. Everyone who has a pet should 
understand that basic fact. Training is a way to 
enhance the quality of life for our pets. It is far 
more than just teaching a dog to do a cute trick. 
Training is about teaching a dog (or any animal) 
how to live in our world safely.”
– Ken Ramirez



Takeaways

• Operationalize behavior.
• Antecedent arrangements.
• Consequences drive behavior: How can you 

positively reinforce the desirable behavior?
• What can the animal be taught to do instead?
• Learning is constant and can be applied in every daily 

interaction with any animal. 
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