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Jeff Line, Canine Think Tank, LLC, Indianapolis, Indiana
When I give my small dog a new toy, she takes it into another room, licks it, and cries for about a day. Do you know why she does this?
-Henry Cho, Fairfax, Virginia

A: If your female dog is not neutered, her natural nurturing instincts may be expressed as the habit of hiding away with her special toy and caring for it. Some breeds of dogs, Terriers for example, are instinctively protective of food and other valued objects. This trait may be expressed as the habit of hiding toys, guarding them, and making sure they are clean. Some dogs are predisposed to compulsive-type behavior. Some compulsive activities can be triggered by anxiety or stress, in your dog's case, although the new toy appears to cause your dog to be happy, her desire to keep the toy for herself may trigger some minor compulsive behavior. If your dog has been behaving this way since you acquired her, she most likely is expressing her own individuality, rooted in instinct and triggered by the excitement of a new possession.

A: Taking the toy into the other room and licking it is quite simply a fairly normal way of protecting and marking this valuable new object. As pack leader, it is up to you to decide how much object guarding or protecting you are willing to accept. The toy also has some interesting new tastes and smells that your dog is exploring. The crying is a more unique response. Assuming the toy is not physically injuring the dog, my first thought would be that the cry is a protective whimper. I would be alert for other signs of object guarding behavior.

A: Without knowing the age or litter details of this dog there could be a variety of reasons. She may have had a litter that she still wants to mother. She may have a very instinctual need to mother. She may just have a very high reaction to novelty of the new toy. If the toy is fluffy, she may be considering it to be a surrogate baby. A very popular dog trainer once wrote, "It's not always an issue of why a dog behaves a certain way, what matters now is how we deal with it." If the dog is showing no resource guarding when in the other room with her new toy and her behavior isn't hurting anyone, this may not be anything but interesting. If she is guarding the toy, then this behavior needs to be managed— positively of course.
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