
MWD Enrichment Activity Overview – Food-Based Foraging

1. Basic Description of the Activity

This guide outlines methods for using an MWD’s daily meal ration to create enriching, species-
appropriate foraging opportunities. By converting mealtime from a simple bowl feeding into a 
cognitive and sensory challenge, we tap into the MWD's natural instinct to forage and search for food. 
This not only extends the duration of their meal consumption, but the activity also provides significant 
mental stimulation and encourages low-intensity physical movement. The core principle is to make 
the MWD problem-solve to access their food, turning a routine event into a rewarding activity. This 
guide covers two primary categories: using food-releasing devices and distributing food within the 
environment. 

2. Enrichment Categories Covered

• Cognitive: Engages the MWD in problem-solving, learning, and memory to manipulate
devices or locate scattered food.

• Sensory: Heavily stimulates the sense of smell (olfaction) for searching, as well as taste and
the tactile sensation of interacting with food-releasing objects.

• Physical: Promotes sustained, low-intensity physical movement as the MWD explores their
environment to find every piece of their meal.

• Social: Provides a positive, structured activity for the handler to facilitate and supervise,
strengthening the human-animal bond.

3. Logistics Required

• Equipment:

• The MWD’s ration of kibble.

• Commercial Off-the-Shelf (COTS) Devices: Recommendations include the KONG
Wobbler, Buster Cube, Starmark Bob-a-Lot, and generic puzzle/slow feeder bowls.

• The MWD must be acclimated to, and observed to interact appropriately with,
any commercial devices selected.

• DIY Food-Releasing Devices (FRDs):

• FRD-1 (“The Tumbler”): A device made from 4" Schedule 40 PVC pipe, two caps,
and a coupler. One cap is glued, the other is held by negative pressure and
lubricated with food-grade mineral oil. Holes are drilled to dispense kibble.

• FRD-2 (“The Bullet”): A similar PVC device that utilizes a threaded screw-on cap
for easier access.

• Destructible Items: Clean, recycled cardboard boxes or mailers (all staples, plastic tape,
and foam inserts removed). Masking tape can be used to secure them.



• Space & Building:

• A clean area free of contaminants, chemicals, or other hazards.

• Indoor Use: The MWD’s kennel run is suitable for most devices.

• Outdoor Use: A secure, fenced-in grassy area is ideal for scatter feeding and provides
the most natural challenge. Concrete can be used, if necessary, but grass is preferred.
Avoid sand, as it will adhere to the food and can be ingested. Areas typically used for
MWD toileting are not appropriate areas for scatter feeding.

• NOTE: Scatter feeding is not an appropriate activity for MWDs that
inappropriately consume items from the environment, like rocks, dirt, bugs, or
other non-kibble items.

4. Getting Started: Prerequisites

• For the Human:

• Must be proficient in reading MWD body language, specifically signs of frustration
(e.g., frantic barking, destructive biting or chewing on the device, disengagement).

• Must understand how to progress the difficulty of the challenge according to the dog’s
acclimation and skill level.

• Must know how to properly clean and maintain all food-enrichment devices.

• For the Dog:

• Must have medical clearance from the VCO/VMO for the activity.

• Should be neutral to the stimuli in the environment where the enrichment happens.

• Should be given an opportunity to eliminate/relieve themselves before the session
begins.

• Administer at typical mealtimes, to engage natural hunger cues.

Step-by-Step Procedure 

Phase 1: Introduction to Simple Foraging (First 2–3 Sessions) 

1. Start Easy: Begin with a simple COTS device like a KONG Wobbler or a basic slow-feeder
bowl. Make it very easy for the dog to get the food out. Alternatively, use an open cardboard
box with kibble inside. Small treats can be used during the introductory phase as well, to
increase curiosity and motivation for a more desirable reward.

2. Guided Discovery: Show the MWD that the device or box contains food. Verbally reward any
interaction (sniffing, nudging, pawing) to build a positive association. The goal is immediate
success to encourage engagement. If the MWD is hesitant, pieces of kibble or treats can be
tossed around the device.

3. Gentle Redirection: If the MWD inappropriately interacts with the device (begins to mouth it),
gently verbally disrupt the activity (“Uh-oh” or “Come”), and encourage the MWD to reengage
appropriately.



4. Scatter Feeding Intro: In a small, defined grassy area, toss a handful of kibble while the MWD
watches. Use a command like "Find it!" and encourage them to search.

Phase 2: Increasing Difficulty 

1. Device Progression: Once the MWD is proficient with easy devices, introduce the PVC-based
FRDs or more complex puzzles.

2. Destructible Fun: Introduce a single, unsealed cardboard box with food inside. As the dog
gains confidence, start loosely closing the box flaps.

3. Expanding the Search: Gradually increase the size of the area for scatter feeding. This
encourages more movement and use of the MWD’s nose over a longer distance.

Phase 3: Advanced Foraging 

1. Complex Challenges: Use masking tape to seal cardboard boxes, requiring the dog to rip and
shred to get the reward. You can nest smaller boxes inside larger ones.

2. Impulse Control: For scatter feeding, have the MWD hold a sit or down-stay while you throw a
few kibbles, then give a release command to search. This adds a cognitive training layer.

3. Dynamic Pursuit: Throw individual kibbles from side to side to encourage pursuit, turning the
activity into a low-impact agility game.

Proofing and Context: Preventing Unwanted Behaviors 

While these activities are highly enriching, it is imperative that the MWD learns to differentiate 
between enrichment and operational tasks. Handlers must actively proof these behaviors to ensure 
the appropriate context is maintained and cues are consistently different. This should already be a 
component of standard MWD training. 

• Context is Key: Clearly define where and when these activities occur. Scatter feeding should
only be done in designated enrichment areas (e.g., a specific fenced yard). This teaches the
MWD that searching for food on the ground is only appropriate in that specific context
(i.e., when thrown by the Handler), not in a vehicle bay or during a detection exercise.

• Use a Verbal Cue: For destructible enrichment, use a specific verbal release cue (such as
"Take it!" or "Get your box!") before allowing the MWD to interact with the cardboard box. This
cue signals that a particular object is "approved" for shredding, preventing the MWD from
targeting any box they encounter.



Safety Considerations 

• Supervision: Always supervise the MWD during food enrichment, especially with destructible
items, to prevent the ingestion of non-food materials. As MWDs consistently demonstrate
appropriate engagement, you can decrease the supervision frequency.

• Device Maintenance: Regularly inspect all FRDs for cracks, sharp edges, or broken pieces.
Discard any damaged devices. All devices must be cleaned thoroughly between uses.

• Meal Timing: This activity replaces a regular meal. Do not conduct high-intensity physical
activity within 30 minutes of this activity or for at least 60 minutes after this session is
complete. Devices must be removed once empty, as a regular bowl would be. Do not leave
devices in kennel runs beyond mealtime.

• Box Safety: Only use clean cardboard. Meticulously remove ALL staples, plastic packing tape,
and foam inserts before use.

Advanced Scenarios 

• Scent Work Combo: Hide a small food-filled, sealed cardboard box within a larger outdoor
area, requiring the MWD to use olfaction to locate the box before starting the destruction
phase.

• Puzzle Progression: Create a "puzzle trail" where solving one simple puzzle prompts you to
reveal the location of or give access to the next, more complex puzzle.

Reading Your MWD: Frustration vs. Engagement 

The goal is to create a productive challenge, not frustration. If an MWD is too challenged, they may 
disengage or become destructive. Stop the session and make it easier next time. Signs of frustration 
include: 

• Frantic, high-pitched barking directed at the device.

• Hyper-fixation and tense, jerky movements, with frustrated possession of the object with their
paws

• Aggressively chewing or attempting to break the device itself.

• Giving up on the task and walking away.




