
Canine behavior data 

Questionnaire: To better understand the general 
personality of your canine companion, you will also be 
asked to complete a short 42-question survey called the 
C-BARQ on your dog’s level of excitability, fear, anxiety, 
aggression, and sociability. 

Behavioral testing: There are two optional behavioral 
tests you can conduct at home. The sociability test 
measures your canine’s preference for human interaction, 
distinguishing between familiar and unfamiliar humans. 
The cognition/problem solving test measures the degree 
to which humans present a distraction for solving a puzzle 
box.

Genetic sample collection options


Whole blood preservation: This is a cell-stabilizing 
buffer to ensure high quality DNA for gene sequencing 
and must be refrigerated after collection. The blood can 
be used for DNA sequencing as well as analyzing which 
genes are being expressed and at what levels. This 
collection method requires a visit to your preferred 
veterinarian clinic. 

Buccal/cheek cell collection: This is a non-invasive 
method you can complete at home (no veterinarian is 
needed) to collect cheek cells from inside the mouth. 
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Consent form and general 
information on your dog 

Participants will be asked to complete two forms, a 
consent form and general information form. The 
consent form states the protocol benefits and risks 
of this study. The general information form includes 
date of birth, the date of sample collection, the 
dog’s name, and breed. Though your contribution 
is towards ongoing long-term academic research, I 
would be happy to provide a simple report to you 
regarding the nature and number of mutations your 
dog carries, with the understanding that genes and 
the  environment are critical for shaping your 
canine’s behavior.

About the research 
I am a Professor in the Department of Ecology & Evolutionary Biology at Princeton University, and I study the 
genetics of dogs and other wild canines. My research group, in collaboration with Dr. Monique Udell at Oregon 
State University, recently identified mutations in a handful of genes that influence how friendly a dog or wolf is 
towards humans. Interestingly, we found that when many of these same genes are deleted in humans, they are 
known to cause a behavioral syndrome called Williams Beuren Syndrome. This syndrome is often identified by 
extreme friendliness, characterized as social butterflies. This is a very exciting opportunity to determine if the 
same behavioral syndrome in humans also shapes the behavior of dogs. Further, I am exploring the possibility 
that these mutations and resulting personality differences promoted their domestication from wolves. 

My research goal is to determine if dogs that excessively seek out attention and interaction with people carry 
certain types of mutations. This is not a genetic test to determine the propensity of the dog to behave in one 
way or another, as that is the result of the complex interaction of genetics, development, and the environment. 
Rather, I want to learn about the molecular nature, age, and function of these mutations in both dogs and 
wolves. 

I am recruiting sample donations to explore the genetics of hyper-social behaviors in domestic dogs, and I am 
looking for samples from all types of dogs! If you are interested in donating a sample from your dog, please 
contact me at vonholdt@princeton.edu. Depending on your desires, there are two methods of collecting and 
donating a genetic sample. The first is blood collection. You will need to have this completed by your 
veterinarian. Often people opt to have this done during an annual check-up. I will supply to you the blood 
collection tubes. I cannot offer any reimbursement for the cost of a visit to your vet clinic. The other option is a 
non-invasive cheek swab collected from your dog’s mouth that you can conduct yourself, without the need of a 
vet visit. The type and amount of genetic sample differs across these collection methods. 

If you are interested or have any questions, do not hesitate to contact me! I am eternally grateful for your 
consideration to contribute your dog’s DNA towards canine research to help us learn more about our beloved 
companions. To learn more and to obtain relevant documents, please visit the project’s website at https://
www.princeton.edu/~vonholdt/dog_wbs.html.
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