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dog has some selfless desire to 
help people; just that it desires 
to be part of a pack so strongly 
that it will alter its behavior 
to get social rewards and pre-
vents painful social exclusion. 
Retrievers are considered “easy 
to train” because of this inher-
ent motivation to cooperate 
with humans. Retrieving also 
involves more training of non-
instinctive behaviors than other 
hunting function dogs, because 
they must be taught to follow 
directional signals and retrieve 
in specific ways.

Other-dog aggression: low. 
Retriever function demands 
that dogs work around other 
hunting dogs and ignore them. 
Hunting dogs are often ken-
neled while training and other-
dog aggression is not wanted. 
Dogs with dual guard function 
may be exceptions.

There is a huge dichotomy 
between hunting-bred retriev-
ers, particularly those suitable 
for field trials, and those bred 
for companion or show quali-
ties and intended as pets. Those 
bred for field trials usually have 
the initiative and activity level 
needed in a Hearing Dog, but 
tend to be powerful, intense 
dogs that do not fit the lifestyle 
of most people. Conversely, 
the companion type excels in 
public, but may be impossible 
to motivate in sound alerting. 
Those retriever individuals that 
do possess talent in sound alert-
ing can make excellent Hear-
ing Dogs. Purebred retrievers 
graduated at a 33% rate from 
the HDP.

Retriever breeds are rec-
ognized for their high per-
centage of individuals that 
show suitability for service 
dog functions. Service dog 
trainers search or selectively 
breed for extremely submis-
sive, interactive dogs with as 
little initiative as possible that 
will wait for commands. Low 
activity and reactivity levels 
are essential. The dog should 
always be easily controllable, 
even when the dog knows there 
will be no physical correction 
if it does not obey. Dogs that 
can perform dual functions as 
service and Hearing Dogs are 
obviously hard to find, due to 
the conflicting nature of the 
desired temperaments.

Hearing Dog suitability:

• For sound alerting role: low 
to moderate

• For public access role: high

• For companion role: high

Blueprint for a Spaniel
This dog locates hidden 

birds by scent or sound, in-
dicates their position, can be 
inhibited from flushing them 
until the hunter is ready to 
shoot, and then retrieves them 
without damaging their edibil-
ity. It often has a dual function 
as a companion dog, probably a 
coincidental role that the span-
iel temperament fulfills.

Reactivity: high. Quick re-
sponse to commands and bird 
movements is necessary. While 
actively searching for birds, 
high reactivity enables the dog 

to indicate birds instantly.

Sound Reactivity: moder-
ate. A spaniel function dog 
listens for bird sounds when it 
cannot scent them, and must 
also respond to whistled or ver-
bal commands from the hunter. 
It should not react fearfully to 
sounds, since it will be exposed 
to gunfire. Perhaps because of 
this effort to breed a dog that 
ignores gunfire, some spaniels 
show very low sound reactivity.

Activity: high. Spaniels 
must be able to hunt for hours 
in varied terrain. Their quarter-
ing behavior while searching 
requires constant activity.

InterActivity: high. This 
dog works closely with its own-
er, following many commands 
as well as its own instinctive 
behaviors. Since hunters often 
hunt with other people or loan 
dogs to friends for hunting, 
high sociability with strangers 
is desirable.

Territoriality: low. Territori-
ality is not relevant to hunting 
birds. Spaniels need to confi-
dently range out in new areas, 
and do not need to protect or 
remain at their home base.

Predatory instinct: high. 
Spaniels need strong predatory 
instinct that ends after the chas-
ing and catching part of the se-
quence. Lack of killing behavior 
helps lead to an inhibited bite.

Biting: low. To gently re-
trieve birds, this dog needs a 
bite with inhibited pressure.

Initiative: moderate. A bal-
ance is needed between control 


