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Your Chat Moderators 

Shannon Gramann 
Senior Manager,  

Shelter Research  

and Development 

ASPCA 

Emily Weiss, PhD, CAAB 
Vice President,  

Shelter Research  

and Development 

ASPCA 
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Related ASPCApro Webinars 
 
 

www.aspcapro.org/webinars  
 

• Becoming a SAFER Certified Assessor (12/19) 

• Food Guarding (1/17) 

 

Plus check out the Recordings in our  

Canine Communications webinar series  

 

 

http://www.aspcapro.org/webinars
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$100K Challenge 2013 
 

More than $600,000 in prize grants! 

More than 50 ways to win between  

$5,000 and $100,000! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

challenge.ASPCApro.org/2013 

http://www.challenge.aspcapro.org/2013
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SAFER Canine Assessment – Session Three 

Scoring ASPCA’s SAFER®  Assessment 
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Your Presenter 

Heather Mohan-Gibbons,  

MS, RVT, ACAAB, CBCC-KA 

Director,  

Applied Research and 

Behavior 

ASPCA 
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Summary Part 1 & 2 

Session One 
Research & history 
Overview 

 
Session Two 
Requirements for assessment room 
Equipment needed to perform SAFER 
Handler’s & Observer’s role 
Handling highlights of each item 
 

 
Note: All sessions are recorded and available 

on ASPCApro.org. A link to Part 1, 2 and 3 will 
be emailed following this presentation 
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Agenda (Part 3 of 4 series) 

SAFER overview 

Choice during assessment 

Behavioral profile 

Objective observations 

Scoring 

Safety nets 
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Aggression Assessment 

Aggressive behavior:  
• encompasses a range of behaviors that usually begins with 

warnings and can culminate in an attack 
• Behavior is malleable (temperament is not) 

 
Assessment: 
• Objective observation of body language gives a score on each 

item (1-5) 
• Gradient of resources for live outcome (not a test and no 

pass/fail, no “unadoptable” language) 
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SAFER 

Safety 

Assessment 

For 

Evaluating 

Re-homing 

 
It is a re-homing and adoption program by design 



13 

©  2011  ASPCA®.   All Rights Reserved. ©  2012  ASPCA®.   All Rights Reserved. 

SAFER 
Not breed specific, rather based in individual 

behaviors 

Supports fearful and anxious dogs to a live outcome 
(video at end) 

Appropriate for use in humane society, municipal, 
no-kill, rescue, disaster… 
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Choice and Assessing 

• an abundance or variety from which to choose 
• an alternative option (when assessing) 
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Choice and Assessing 
 

•  Aggressive behaviors increase when choice decreases 
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SAFER Assessment Items 
 

Each assessment item ensures choice 
maintained by: 

 
• loose leash 
• pull body away  
• escape route  

for dog and assessor 
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Choice and Assessing 
 
• Give choice when assessing 

• See more diverse behavior  
• Reduce defensive behaviors/bites 
• Dog can clearly communicate 
 

• Consider giving more choices  
• When approaching a kennel 
•  Putting on a leash, etc. 
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How is SAFER used? 

Part of placement profile 

• Adoption 

• Rescue 

• Foster 

Intake tool 

Prevention breed bans 

Private consults  

Just one piece of the puzzle to guide live outcome 
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“Behavioral profile” 

Think for a moment of all the ways you are 
currently gathering information about a dog 
in your agency (ex: ACO, vet…) 

 

Please share one of those ways by typing in 
the chat. 
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“Behavioral profile” 
Animal control report 

Owner history 

Information from other agencies or your own (return) 

Medical evaluation  

Behavior team 

Staff & volunteer interactions 

Potential adopters 

Foster 
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Scoring Language 

• Language we use is crucial 
• Often riddled with assumptions and our own 

perceptions 
 

• Lead to misunderstandings 
• When describing the dog to adopters 
• During interactions with staff 
• When placing with rescue 
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Subjective:  
 
• arising out of one's 
perception of one's own 
states and processes 
 
• labels the animal 

 
“That dog is happy” 

Subjective vs. Objective 

Objective:  
 
•expressing facts or conditions 
without distortion by personal 
feelings, prejudices, or 
interpretations  
 
• describes a behavior  
 
“This dog has his ears back, soft eyes, 
and an open mouth” 
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Objective Observations 

 
• Labeling leads to black and white answers 
• Instead describe objective behavior  
• Behavior falls on a spectrum 

 

 

 

 

Photo credit: Home Depot 
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Behavior has few absolutes! 
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Behavior has few absolutes! 
Assessment on spectrum of probability: 0-100% 
 

100% 

0% 



26 

©  2011  ASPCA®.   All Rights Reserved. ©  2012  ASPCA®.   All Rights Reserved. 

Scoring 

Due to the array of possibilities, scoring behavior falls on a 
scale of loosest to stiffer body language. 
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Behavior has no absolutes! 
Behavior is on spectrum of probability: 0-100% 
 

100% 

0% 



28 

©  2011  ASPCA®.   All Rights Reserved. ©  2012  ASPCA®.   All Rights Reserved. 

Scoring 1-5 
Behaviors don’t always fit perfectly in one box 

Choose “Best Fit” 

 

 

 

1 

2 

3 
4 

5 
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Scoring 

Glossary in SAFER guidebook & on ASPCApro.org 

• Defines behavior for common language (“play, 
freeze, etc”) 

Handling details are in SAFER Webinar Session 2  
 & Guidebook 

Let’s do an overview  
of scoring 
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Look  
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Sensitivity 
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Tag 
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Squeeze 
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Food Behavior 
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Toy & Rawhide 
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x 
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Dog-to-Dog  Snapshot 



43 

©  2011  ASPCA®.   All Rights Reserved. ©  2012  ASPCA®.   All Rights Reserved. 



44 

©  2011  ASPCA®.   All Rights Reserved. ©  2012  ASPCA®.   All Rights Reserved. 

Scores at a Glance 
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Scoring 

• Try not getting stuck on one aspect of body 
language (ear,mouth,tail,etc) 
 

• Whole body and context to assess 
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Context!  
When did behavior occur?  
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“Luna” 

x 

x 

x x x x 

x 

x 

x 

On  the food item, Luna started eating slowly initially then increased bites 
(gulping) after first attempt to pull bowl away.  She was stiff and assessor 
couldn’t push her head away from bowl with moderate pressure. She was 

easy to position throughout assessment .  
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Take away homework “Luna” 

• Consider other information: 

• ACO, history, intake, staff & volunteer observations 
 

• Decide what safety nets you have for a dog like Luna! 

• Call the owner? 

• Free fed for 2 days and re-asses? 

• Would size or breed make a difference in your facility & why? 

• See if behavior is seen in foster?  

• Behavior modification? in foster? in-shelter? 

• Office foster or enrichment options? 

• Rescue options? 

• Send to adoption with adopter support? 

• What kind of follow-up would you do? 
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SAFER can increase live release! 

decrease length of stay 

decrease in euthanasia 

decrease returns  

increase adoptions 

increase transfers  
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SAFER can: 

Save more dogs that are fearful and anxious in the 
shelter setting 

 
Video of dog labeled as “aggressive” in shelter, now 

successfully living in home thanks to a “behavioral 
profile” including SAFER. 
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Ensures assessment is consistent and scoring is Accurate 
 
Learn more in the last webinar of this SAFER series 
 

 
 
 

 

Get SAFER Certified! 
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For questions regarding SAFER, certification, 
or coaching please email: 

 

safer@aspca.org 




