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Foreword

I’m a dog trainer and behavior consultant—not a veterinary behaviorist. Although good dog trainers spend a lot of time dealing with canine behavioral issues and need to stay abreast of what the scientific community is continually discovering about how our canine companions think, feel, and learn, there is a difference between trainers and behaviorists. Good trainers rely on the medical and behavioral expertise of the veterinary and scientific community so that we too can use hard science to unpeel layer after layer of that unique and wonderful animal we call “man’s best friend.” This task is never ending, and we are constantly learning new and more-effective ways to harness the power of scientific knowledge in our work with dog owners on the ground.

Sadly, we live in an era when, as is the case with most generational shifts in thinking, there is a good deal of resistance when it comes to employing the concepts and ideologies that science is proving for us regarding our relationships with dogs. For decades, we relied on since-disproved theories of canine behavior to teach our dogs, and we ended up using misunderstood and misapplied concepts of domination and “alpha wolf” theory as the most natural and effective ways to control them. This put the emphasis on punishing dogs for misbehaving rather than teaching them what to do in different situations. But gradually we began to see the light: although dogs descended from wolves, dogs are not wolves, and they behave very differently. Dogs are not on a quest for world domination if left unchecked, and we don’t need to be their dominant “pack leaders.” Using harsh “teaching” techniques on dogs can, in fact, make many common behavioral issues much worse, or at least much more unpredictable—not to mention the fact that confrontational methods cause mistrust and compromise a dog’s ability to learn and can damage the human–dog relationship.

Modern behavioral science has taught us that dominance and punishment are less effective and more dangerous than positive training philosophies, even for so-called red zone—or very aggressive—dogs, while conscience has told us that positive training also just feels more right. But in this debate over how best to build our relationships with dogs, proponents of the dominance- and punishment-based old-school training methods are not going quietly. There’s too much money, history, and (mostly) pride at stake for them to reverse course and cross over from the “dark side,” and that’s a tough combination to overcome.

But fortunately for us (and dogs!), while you are free to not like what science tells you about a given topic, you can’t really argue with it if the scientific research has been done carefully and methodically. You can certainly try, but chances are you’ll be wrong.

The debate about training methods is over, and positive, force-free, reward-based training has been validated as the most effective, long-lasting, and humane choice by an outstanding scientific behavioral community that is made up in part of the very people who have contributed to this book.

As a dog trainer on TV and in private practice, I have dedicated my life to better understanding dogs, where they come from, how we got to where we are, and how best to give them the tools they need to succeed in our strange, domestic, human environment. Some of this is achieved by staying aware of common sense and our inner moral compass, but a lot of it also comes from understanding and assimilating what behavioral science tells us about our four-legged friends. Use the information you’ll find in this book, as countless other positive trainers like me have done in our careers working with dogs, and you’ll be building relationships the right way—relationships built on mutual trust, respect, and love instead of pain, fear, and intimidation.

Positively,

VICTORIA STILWELL—dog trainer, author, editor in chief of

Positively.com, and host of It’s Me or the Dog


Preface

The vision for this book arose from the collective desire of the American College of Veterinary Behaviorists to make available to dog owners scientifically correct information about dog behavior problems and to correct widespread misinformation about dog behavior. Each author of Decoding Your Dog  is an ACVB member, expert at interpreting canine behavior.

Not a “bricks and mortar” institution, the ACVB (www.dacvb.org) is an organization of veterinarians with advanced training and experience in the field of applied animal behavior. Recognized by the American Veterinary Medical Association (www.avma.org) and founded in 1993, the ACVB certifies members, called “Diplomates,” after they complete a rigorous training program. Required credentials include a veterinary degree followed by many years of education and training. In addition to intensive study, candidates applying for membership must publish in a scientific journal, manage hundreds of clinical cases in the field of veterinary behavior, write suitable case reports, and pass a rigorous written examination. Thus, the authors have advanced training and extensive experience in treating the behavior problems of dogs.

The editors of this book, Drs. Debra Horwitz and John Ciribassi, are experts and leaders in the field of veterinary behavior, with decades of combined experience. In their respective specialty practices, they have helped thousands of clients resolve their dogs’ behavior problems. Dr. Horwitz, past president of the ACVB and 2012 Ceva Veterinarian of the Year, is author and editor of numerous books for veterinarians, focusing on how to treat pet behavior problems. Dr. Ciribassi, past president of the American Veterinary Society of Animal Behavior, is a popular speaker and author.

Steve Dale, a well-known pet journalist, radio and TV personality, and pet advocate, has assisted the editors and contributors. Steve has long emphasized the critical role of the veterinarian in solving pet behavior problems and the importance of behavior in the human-animal bond.

Behavior problems in our canine companions can erode the relationship we share. Even the closest ties, the deepest affection can be damaged. Behavior problems are common, reported by the majority of pet owners. And although some problems are minor, others have serious consequences. Without successful treatment, the result may be loss of the dog to a shelter or euthanasia. The goal of this book is to help you prevent or manage behavior problems so that you and your dog can live in harmony together.

The authors will recommend first that if you note a change in your pet’s behavior, consult with your dog’s veterinarian, to be certain that a medical problem is not contributing to it. Your veterinarian may be able to help, or he or she may refer you to an ACVB Diplomate or other qualified behavioral professional, such as a Certified Applied Animal Behaviorist. (See Recommended Resources at the end of this book.) The following pages will show you how to interpret your dog’s behavior and to work with your veterinarian or specialist to manage or prevent specific behavior problems. Solving canine behavior problems is a bit like solving a mystery. Veterinary behaviorists need to know who, when, where, why, and what, to best manage the problem. For example: Who is the dog with the problem? (In multidog households it might not be so obvious.) When does the problem occur? Where does the problem occur? Why does your dog exhibit the problem behavior? What is your goal?

I think the authors would agree that, in a sense, this book was written by our patients—the dogs we have observed or treated for behavior problems, whose voices we have heard, whose signals we have witnessed. The dogs expressed themselves not in words but in flashes of the tail, flicks of the ear, hard stares at strangers. Most importantly, they have communicated to us through subtle signs of anxiety, fear, and conflict. The chapters in this book, written by ACVB members, interpret these signals.

Decoding Your Dog will help you to best understand your dog, based on his or her behavior, and prevent or manage behavior problems that create conflict. If you live with a dog, this book will be an invaluable guide.

 

BARBARA L. SHERMAN, MSc, PhD, DVM, DACVB

Past President, American College of Veterinary Behaviorists


Introduction 

Veterinary behaviorists are like superheroes. When pet owners feel they have nowhere else to turn, these superheroes swoop in and save the day. Better put, they save lives.

These veterinary superheroes are an exclusive club; it’s not easy to join their ranks. To become board certified in veterinary behavior, a person must be a graduate veterinarian and have undergone at least one year of general practice. They must then take formal training in behavioral medicine by completing a residency training program that lasts three to five years, during which they see behavior cases, do research, and publish their findings. The final hurdle in becoming a board-certified veterinary behaviorist is passing a two-day examination.

This book reveals the true identities of these superheroes. Of course, many veterinary behaviorists have appeared individually on television and radio, and they’ve been quoted when reporters know they are the “real deal.” Veterinary behaviorists have written books, but until now those have mostly been textbooks or articles in peer-reviewed journals—which others (me included) have then communicated to the general public.

Veterinary behaviorists preach the gospel of science, and everything they do is based on it. Often, it’s veterinary behaviorists who conduct that science in the first place. If you want to know what a dog is barking about, ask a dog. If you want to know why that dog is barking, ask a veterinary behaviorist.


The concept for this book was hatched at the Western Veterinary Conference, in a hallway at the Mandalay Bay Hotel, when I and a contributor to this book, veterinary behaviorist Dr. Gary Landsberg, commiserated. The ongoing perpetuation of antiquated and seemingly made-up notions to explain dog behavior frustrated us both. We agreed that it was about time for another perspective to be offered—one based on science.

“Follow the science” is what legendary veterinary behaviorist the late Dr. R. K. Anderson often said. Dr. Anderson, the original “cookie pusher,” was among the first to demonstrate success using positive reinforcement techniques. A few years back, I told Dr. Anderson, “It seems that motivation might be a more effective means to teach dogs than intimidation.”

His response: “You just graduated! It’s that simple!”

Another simple premise offered repeatedly throughout these pages: instead of focusing on what the dog has done wrong, reward what the dog does right.

Sadly, dogs lose their home and some die when these simple suggestions are not followed, or when well-meaning dog owners follow misguided advice, such as “You must be dominant to show your dog who is the boss.” When the human-animal bond is fractured, that’s when the dog is vulnerable.

Just as there is often something that can be done to help with heart or kidney disease, dealing with behavior is a matter of making an appropriate diagnosis, followed by suitable treatment advice from qualified professionals.

With an army of only about sixty ACVB specialists (as of the writing of this book) and growing, veterinary behaviorists can’t personally touch every dog. But many Diplomates (what these specialists are called) do speak around the world and write in journals, so for years their influence has touched veterinarians, veterinary technicians, dog trainers, and certified dog behavior consultants—who all touch many more people.

In Decoding Your Dog, veterinary behaviorists will now touch you and your pet directly. Keeping it simple, these veterinary behavior superheroes love dogs—and the science to help them. Understanding dog behavior is fascinating. And when you better understand your dog, you may be able to prevent problems altogether. Or if they do occur, following the advice outlined here, you can help your dog—or know when and where to find qualified help. I know you and your best friends can only benefit.

 

STEVE DALE
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Can’t We Just Talk?

Learning to “Speak Dog”

Jacqueline C. Neilson, DVM, DACVB

 

Lady looked so sweet curled up in her bed that her new owner, Kate, couldn’t help herself; she just had to kiss her dog. As Kate approached the dog bed, Lady’s body stiffened ever so slightly and her head dropped about half an inch. Her neck extended forward and her tongue flicked up to lick her nose. Lady’s dreamy gaze intensified to a hard stare, focused on Kate. But Kate was sure Lady would enjoy a little attention and continued to approach. After all, Lady had been in the shelter for several weeks before she was adopted and their first week together had been great. Lady really seemed to enjoy all the petting.
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This dog’s ears, eyes, and body posture all say she is feeling afraid.

Jacqueline Neilson



 


As Kate got closer, she heard a low rumble; Lady’s upper lip trembled and lifted slightly. When Kate bent over to kiss Lady, Lady made a horrible guttural sound, lifted off the dog bed, and threw herself, mouth open and teeth snapping, toward Kate. Kate pulled back, shocked. It was all over within seconds. While Kate wasn’t physically hurt, emotionally she was devastated. What type of monster had she adopted? Could she live with a dog who showed such unpredictable aggression?
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Ignoring the signs of aggression will often result in a bite or attempted bite.

Jacqueline Neilson



 

Some variation of this scene plays out in living rooms across the country every day. It may be between the dog and a person or between two people. Yes, people snap at each other too—except we usually use angry words rather than our teeth to communicate. But we are expressing the same idea. The reason for all this discord is usually a lack of communication, a misunderstanding, or expectations that haven’t been met.

Despite the way things seemed to Kate, Lady was not being unpredictable. In fact, she’d said everything she could possibly say in dog language to tell Kate not to kiss her: the stiffening of her body, the hard stare, the snarl, the growl—this is dog language for “Stop! I’m not comfortable with this.” The problem was that Kate didn’t get the message in time to change her behavior, and Kate thought Lady would like attention when Lady really didn’t want it.


Ultimately, we’d all like our dogs to be able to enjoy and accept all the attention we want to lavish on them. Certainly, there are steps Kate can take to bring Lady closer to that goal. However, part of that process involves Kate becoming a better “listener”—and with dogs, a big part of listening is observing. Learning to be a better listener is something that can help us all build better relationships with our pets.

 


  Facts, Not Fiction


 

Lassie is perhaps the ultimate fantasy of a dog who understands everything we say and communicates with uncanny clarity. Yes, there was a real dog (actually, several dogs) who played the role of Lassie, but the stories were all fiction. Despite that, many people expect their dog to be able to communicate the way Lassie did.

Dogs are primarily nonverbal communicators, while humans are primarily verbal communicators. In a nutshell, humans talk and dogs observe. Dogs rely mainly on visual and olfactory cues for communication. Humans rely mainly on words; in fact, unless we’re playing charades, we rarely keep our mouths shut when we’re trying to convey a message. This natural difference in communication styles creates an extra challenge between dogs and humans. But it’s a challenge we can overcome. We just need to learn how to “listen” to our dogs with our eyes.

 


  Is That Really True?


 


  What motivates a dog like Lady to be aggressive? Is she trying to dominate her owner? Does she feel threatened by Kate’s approach? Does she feel bad after the incident?


There are two big myths that sabotage many human-canine relationships: the first is that dogs are trying to dominate us; the second is that they know when they’ve done something wrong and feel guilty about it.

 


  
    The Dominance Myth
  


The dominance myth proposes that undesirable behavior occurs because a dog wants to be dominant or the pack leader. There are many problems with this theory, but perhaps the biggest is that many dogs show body language that is clearly fearful, anxious, or submissive during their supposed attempts to take over. A “leader dog” is confident, calm, cool, and collected. In fact, the leader of a pack is usually the dog who shows the least amount of aggression, not the most.

 


What Does That Mean?

The terms behaviorists use to describe behaviors and emotional states have very specific meanings. These meanings may or may not be the same as what these words mean in common use. So, because we’re discussing clear communication, let’s be clear about what we mean when we say the following:

 

Dominance: In a relationship between two dogs, the dog who more often than not controls access to valuable resources is considered to have dominance over the other dog. Dominance does not equal aggression. Dominance can also depend on context; one dog may be the winner in one context but not in another.

 

Submissiveness: In a relationship between two dogs, the dog who more often than not relinquishes things of value or defers to the other dog is considered to be submissive. Again, this may not be the same in all contexts between the same two dogs.

 

Fear: The emotion of being scared or afraid of some situation or event.

 

Anxiety: An anticipation of danger or an undesirable outcome.

 

Threat: Something that an individual perceives as dangerous to him.

 

Snarl: A canine facial expression that involves pulling up the lips and exposing the teeth, usually associated with an aggressive threat.

 

Positive reinforcement: Something that is desirable and delivered in response to a behavior so that the behavior is more likely to be repeated in the future.

 



 


VETERINARY BEHAVIORISTS HAVE learned that most owner-directed aggression actually stems from anxiety, not a desire to dominate. This becomes clear by watching the dog’s body language leading up to an aggressive encounter. Many dogs show signs that are consistent with fear, anxiety, and conflict right before the aggressive act. Lady became tense and was licking her lips—both signs of anxiety—just before she snapped at Kate.
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Dolly is showing anxiety, as evidenced by partially closed eyes and ears turned back.

Jacqueline Neilson



 

The dangerous consequence of the dominance myth is that owners try to physically dominate their dog in an attempt to change the dog’s behavior. This “solution” is likely to cause the exact opposite of the result they want. A recent study by veterinary behaviorist Dr. Meghan Herron found that confrontational techniques are, in fact, more likely to escalate aggression, resulting in more dog bites to owners.

 


  
    The Guilt Myth
  


The guilt myth says that the dog “looks guilty” in situations in which the owner is upset with him. This is often accompanied by the assertion “He knows he’s done something wrong.” Of course it’s true a dog might look as if he knows he has committed a crime. Dogs do offer changes in their postures and eyes that look a lot like a kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar. In some dogs, these body postures are consistent with submissive signals or attempts to convey the message “I’m backing down, I’m no challenge; I’m no threat.” But this isn’t guilt; it’s a response to you approaching angrily and demanding, “What have you done?” The dog sees you behaving aggressively and offers an appropriate submissive response. Other dogs would interpret this signal as a white flag of surrender and would stop any threatening behavior. But because we offer some of the same signals when we’re feeling guilty, and because we’ve all been guilty of something, we assume the dog is feeling exactly what we would feel. So we keep scolding the dog: “Why did you do this when you knew it was wrong?”
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This dog may look “guilty,” but what his body language is really saying is that he’s no threat.

Jacqueline Neilson



 

This puts the dog in a terrible situation: He’s doing his very best to convey to the human that he is surrendering, but the human is getting a different message. The dog is showing canine body language that means “I surrender.” But that same body language, among humans, means “I’m guilty.” We’re seeing it and jumping to the human conclusion. This breakdown in communication can ruin a relationship.

 


  The Guilt Factor


 

Jeff and Diane were terribly frustrated with their dog, Archer, when they arrived for their appointment at the behavior clinic. Archer was urinating and defecating in the house once or twice a week when they were away at work. When they got home, Jeff and Diane always knew if the dog had an accident even before seeing the stain. That’s because instead of coming to the door to greet them, Archer would be hiding under the coffee table, crouched down with wide eyes. If there was no accident, he would greet them at the door exuberantly.

They believed Archer knew that he had done something wrong. They felt he was defying them and being spiteful. And, since Archer clearly was exhibiting “guilt” by hiding under the coffee table, they believed he knew why they were angry. So they felt they had to punish him. They would find the urine or feces, drag him over to it, shove his nose near it, and tell him no in a stern voice. But this reprimand wasn’t working; he still eliminated in the house.

The reprimand wasn’t working, in part, because of the timing. To be effective, punishment has to occur immediately after the behavior in question—within one to two seconds. Archer was soiling the house while Jeff and Diane were at work, probably hours before they stuck his nose in it.

Archer’s problem was a lapse in housetraining. The treatment plan for this included not using punishment at all if urine or feces was discovered, regardless of how “guilty” Archer looked. Jeff and Diane learned that Archer was actually showing submissive behaviors to defuse their tension and soften the impending punishment. Archer was smart: he’d figured out that if three factors occurred at the same time—owners present, urine or feces on the carpet, Archer present—he was likely to get punished. So he tried to avoid that punishment by taking on submissive body postures.

What he hadn’t figured out was the connection between him soiling the house hours earlier and the anger of his owners. They had not clearly communicated to him that the action of soiling in the house was undesirable. It’s easy for us to see the link because we explain it using words: “I’m angry at you because you defecated on the rug while I was away.” But because we can’t explain things that way to our dogs, our reactions to their behaviors must be immediate to be understood.

Jeff and Diane followed the instructions, but they were skeptical. As they worked on the re-housetraining, Archer stopped soiling in the house and everyone was happy. But the real understanding came two years later. They got a puppy, and the first time the puppy soiled in the house when they were at work, guess who was under the coffee table when they returned home? Archer. In his mind, the perfect storm had come again—owners present, feces on the carpet, Archer present. The size of the poop made it clear it was puppy poop, so Archer couldn’t have committed the crime. Jeff and Diane finally understood that Archer wasn’t showing guilt, he was trying to avoid punishment. It also taught them the critical lesson that punishment is very difficult to properly implement and that positive reinforcement for good behavior is much more successful.

 


  How Do We Begin?


 

We can start with these six steps to better communication with our dogs:


	Learn their language.


	Listen with our eyes.


	Use cues that work for dogs.


	Avoid miscommunication traps.


	Teach a common language.


	Have realistic expectations.





  
    Learn Their Language
  


The goal is not to learn our dogs’ language so that we can “speak dog” back to them; that just won’t work. Maybe we can wiggle our ears, but we certainly can’t maneuver them the way a dog can. And we don’t even have tails! But we can use a knowledge of canine language to better understand our dogs’ emotional states and predict what they might do next.

Dogs communicate using body postures, facial expressions, and vocalizations. When you first start to build your observational skills, it can be helpful to look at each body part individually. But ultimately, you’ll have to look at the entire dog and the situation to be able to accurately understand what is being communicated. For example, consider the growl. The growl can be a threatening warning behavior or it can be a vocalization between playing dogs. You have to know the context and look at the other parts of the body to interpret what that growl is truly saying. If the dog is stiff and tense, standing tall with shoulders high, hackles (the hair along the back) raised, staring intently at the approaching person, that growl is probably a warning threat. If the dog is at the park romping around, his body relaxed and his tail wagging, and if he growls as he starts wrestling with another dog, that growl is probably playful.

 


  Table 1.1: Canine Body Language







	Body Part

	Position

	What It Can Mean




	Eyes

	Unwavering, fixed stare

	Challenge, threat, confident




	

	Casual gaze

	Calm




	

	Averted gaze

	Deference




	

	Pupils dilated (big, wide)

	Fear




	

	Wide-eyed (whites of the eyes are visible)

	Fear




	

	Quick, darting eyes

	Fear




	Ears

	Relaxed, neutral position

	Calm




	

	Forward, pricked

	Alert, attentive, or aggressive




	

	Ears pinned back

	Fear, defensive




	Mouth

	Panting

	Hot, anxious, or excited




	

	Lip licking, tongue flicking

	Anxious




	

	Yawn

	Tired or anxious




	

	Snarl (lip curled, showing teeth)

	Aggressive




	

	Growl

	Aggressive, or playful




	

	Bark

	Reactive, excited, playful, aggressive, or anxious




	Tail

	Up, still

	Alert




	

	Up with fast wag

	Excited




	

	Neutral, relaxed position

	Calm




	

	Down, tucked

	Fear, anxious, or submissive




	

	Stiff-wagging or still and high

	Agitated, excited, and perhaps unfriendly




	Body

carriage

	Soft, relaxed

	Calm




	

	Tense, stiff

	Alert or aggressive




	

	Hackles up

	Alert or aggressive




	

	Rolling over

	Submissive






 



  
    Listen with Our Eyes
  


Michele Wan, PhD, and her colleagues recently showed videos of dogs to some human study participants. After each video, they gave the participants a little test, asking questions about the body postures and behaviors of the dogs they’d just viewed. Not too surprisingly, the participants scored best on recalling the dogs’ vocalizations (growling and barking) but didn’t score so well at recalling the dogs’ body postures (tail position, ear carriage, and so on). This is probably because humans are primarily verbal communicators, so sounds are what we listen to and recall best.

When we are communicating with primarily nonverbal animals like dogs, we can miss a lot of important information if we don’t learn to listen with our eyes. Make an effort to observe your dog; if you see signs of anxiety, distress, or threatening behavior, as described in the chart on the previous page, step back and consider how you can avoid further escalating the situation.

 


  
    Use Cues That Work for Dogs
  


How can we best get our messages across to dogs? Since dogs are primarily nonverbal communicators, it makes sense that dogs respond better to visual cues than to verbal cues. In other words, dogs respond more readily to what we do and how we act rather than to what we say.

In one study, researchers taught dogs two new signals for two specific actions. Each action was taught with both a word and a hand signal, given simultaneously. When the dogs had learned the signals, the researchers tested them on their response rates when given just the word or just the hand signal. The dogs were more successful at responding to the hand signal than to the word. Then the researchers really tested the dogs: they gave the hand signal for one of the actions along with the verbal prompt for the other action. As you might have guessed, they responded to the hand signal.

Dogs can pick up the tone of our voices and they can certainly learn specific words. (Do you have to spell out t-r-e-a-t or w-a-l-k so your dog doesn’t run to the treat jar or to the door?) But visual cues are easier to teach and can trump verbal cues. So when you are teaching your dog a new skill, remember that your body language may be your best tool for a successful lesson—or the reason for failure!

 


  
    Avoid Miscommunication Traps
  


What would you do if you walked into an interview and the interviewer looked off to the side, quietly slid up next to you, and sniffed your back? You probably wouldn’t take the job. What if a stranger in the park walked up to you and sniffed you all over? Not exactly politically correct. But if you were a dog, those greetings would be totally appropriate.

A normal human-to-human greeting involves direct eye contact, reaching physically toward each other for a handshake or a hug, and no sniffing. Not only are those human actions impolite in a dog greeting, they are downright threatening—especially when you add in the leaning and reaching over the head that most of us do to dogs because we’re taller than they are. The respectful way to greet a dog is no direct eye contact and no reaching out or over the dog. Instead, give the dog a chance to sniff you before engaging in direct physical or visual contact.

It’s also important to remember that a wagging tail does not always equal a friendly dog. A wagging tail indicates a willingness to interact; sometimes that may be in a friendly or happy way, but other times it can be in a defensive or aggressive way. The speed of the wag, how high the dog holds the tail, and how stiff the tail is all convey subtle differences in meaning.

When reading a dog, focusing merely on the tail can prove to be misleading because the message can be quite ambiguous. Consider two dogs, same breed, same yard, peering over a fence at the same neighbor. Both dogs’ tails are wagging, but one has her tail raised, fairly stiff, and moving slowly side to side. The other has his tail mostly horizontal and wagging freely. Both tails are wagging. But are they saying the same thing?

Remember, a wagging tail only means “I want to interact with you.” To get the answer about how each individual dog wants to interact, look at the opposite end of the dog. In the first dog you notice a fairly fixed, intent stare with ears perked up and forward. Her lips are very tightly closed, exposing only a small amount of the front teeth. The second dog holds his ears in a natural, relaxed position, and his mouth is wide open, tongue lazily protruding. The intent here is clearly different: The first dog is more likely to show an aggressive response than the second one, who is more likely to engage in a friendly interaction.

In the end, always believe the message being sent by the whole dog. While the information being projected from the front end of the dog can carry the most weight in deciphering his intention, remember that a dog’s attitude at any given time is best understood by considering the sum of the body parts.

 


  
    Teach a Common Language
  


Because of our physical limitations, people will never be able to “speak dog” and dogs will never be able to speak our verbal language. Therefore, we need to develop a language to help us communicate effectively with our dogs.

That language is called training. Various methods are used to train dogs, but evidence shows that the most effective way is to reward the behaviors we consider desirable. This concept is called “positive reinforcement.” It’s not only more humane than using punishment, it’s also more effective.

Once this training language is established, you will be able to communicate and guide your dog and navigate the world together successfully.

 


  
    Have Realistic Expectations
  


Let’s face it: We’re not all created equal. Consider the record-setting Olympic swimmer Michael Phelps. Certainly, hard work contributed to his success, but he also happens to have the perfect build for a swimmer, with a long torso and long arms. Sometimes our abilities are genetic, such as Phelps’s body type, and sometimes they are a consequence of the opportunities we’ve had. If Michael Phelps had grown up without access to a swimming pool, he probably wouldn’t have won eighteen gold medals.


The same is true for dogs—perhaps even more so because the various breeds were developed to have specific body types and to perform specific jobs. A team of English Bulldogs will never successfully pull a sled in the Iditarod. That is an unrealistic expectation, given their physical abilities and behavioral attributes. A team of Greyhounds would also fail, because although they can run fast, they don’t have the physical build to pull a sled; they’re built for sprinting, not stamina. And they don’t have a warm double coat to withstand the cold. But several teams of Huskies complete this challenging race each year and seem to enjoy it. That’s because they have the endurance and physical characteristics to handle the cold and distance and they are doing what they were bred to do.

When we think about our pet dogs, we aren’t usually considering activities as extreme as running across a frozen tundra for hours on end. But we do need to keep in mind that some dogs won’t be able to be successful in all situations. This may be due to inherited differences or differences in experiences. For example, consider the Shih Tzu Molly, whom eighty-year-old Margaret got for companionship. Molly had a nice, quiet lifestyle until the grandchildren came to visit for a week. Molly had never been around small children, because Margaret lived in a retirement community and the most activity Molly saw was a weekly game of bridge. Suddenly three kids invaded Molly’s home and were in constant motion—yelling, running, jumping, playing. Molly tried to avoid the kids but found herself trapped on the sofa as the children started wrestling with one another. She felt threatened, so Molly lashed out and bit a child.

Is Molly at fault? Certainly there is no question that Molly inflicted the bite. But maybe Margaret had unrealistic expectations for Molly, who had never been around children before, let alone children who were unaware of how Molly might communicate. If she had been listening with her eyes, Margaret would have seen that Molly was nervous: She was showing active avoidance behaviors and trying to get away from the children. She was expressing anxiety with lots of lip licking and yawning. Molly had even growled at one of the children who had picked her up the day before. Margaret did not realize these were signs of anxiety.


Molly was doing her best to convey her anxiety, only resorting to the bite when she felt trapped and threatened. Realistic expectations would have helped Margaret realize that Molly needed some protection and time to acclimate to children. In this specific situation, Molly could have been removed from the room, or the children could have been asked to play elsewhere.

Interceding can not only prevent a bite but can also save the lives of dogs who are surrendered to shelters or euthanized because they are labeled as aggressive. Being a good owner involves accepting that dogs come with some limitations and respecting those limitations, so that we don’t place dogs in situations where they are likely to fail.

 


  Avoiding Pitfalls and Staying on Track


	Remember to look at the entire dog, not just one body part or a single vocalization, and to also look at the situation to get an accurate read of the dog’s emotional state.


	Dogs understand some words, but they can’t understand a full conversation. Gestures and body language are clearer ways to communicate with dogs. Clear communication takes attention and effort, but is well worth it!


	Not every dog can succeed in every situation. Watch your dog for signs of anxiety or aggression and change the circumstances so that the dog doesn’t get overwhelmed.


	If something seems like it’s about to happen, step in. Either remove the dog from the situation or change what’s happening.





  What Did We Say?


	Sometimes our dogs must feel the way you would if you were dropped into a place where you don’t speak the language and no one speaks English.


	Dogs primarily use nonverbal communication. Learn to read dog body language. Listen with your eyes as well as your ears.



	Using visual cues and training techniques based on positive reinforcement will help you be more successful in communicating with your dog.


	Not every dog can do every task or succeed in every situation. Pay attention to your dog and make smart choices.
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Choosing Your New Best Friend

How to Find the Best Match for You and Your Puppy

Meghan Elaine Herron, DVM, DACVB

Patrick Yves Melese, MA, DVM, DACVB

 

“I just don’t understand what I did wrong,” sighed elderly Mrs. Burns as her one-year-old Australian Cattle Dog, Riggs, tugged and tore at her pants leg with a crazed grin and a playful growl. A few months ago Mrs. Burns had picked out an adorable little puppy from the local shelter, who quickly grew into a constantly active dog who seemed to destroy virtually everything he could get hold of that was not bolted down. Riggs also pulled hard on leash walks and lunged at every small animal in sight, making walks a holy terror for his owner. “He was such a cute, energetic little puppy, but now he is a complete monster!” she said.

Riggs was not a bad dog, nor was Mrs. Burns a bad owner. The two were simply a poor match.

Bringing a new dog into your home who will share your life for many years is a big decision. Choosing a dog who is well matched with your family and home will dramatically increase the chance that you will all live happily ever after and will minimize avoidable problems.

Although it is important when selecting a new dog to avoid serious hereditary physical conditions, such as hip dysplasia, heart disease, eye problems, and other ailments, if at all possible, our focus here is on choosing a behaviorally healthy dog. You have many important decisions to make when you get a new dog, including the breed, age, and gender of your new companion, where you might obtain her, and how to set her up for a successful life in your home. But whether you get your dog from a shelter, a pet store, a rescue group, an Internet or newspaper ad, or even a breeder, she will have certain behavioral characteristics based on her genetic makeup, prenatal environment, and life experiences. You must consider these characteristics carefully before bringing a new dog to your home.

 


  Facts, Not Fiction


 

Thanks to decades of research on companion animals, we have quite a bit of information regarding breed dispositions, gender compatibility, and predictors of behavior in dogs. For example, we know that by selective breeding, certain breeds were designed to perform specific tasks. We also know that the basic temperament required to perform such tasks is directly related to certain behaviors that a breed may show in a home environment. Australian Shepherds, a herding breed, may nip at the heels of children. Terriers bred to be alert may be more apt to bark at passersby. This makes it vitally important to research the breeds that may be right for you.

We also know that the source and the background of a pet, particularly an adult dog, will have an effect on how that dog behaves in your home. The behavior and health of a dog’s parents, as well as how she was handled during her early, formative weeks, are key to determining your dog’s adult behavior. Fortunately, methodical behavior tests make it possible to evaluate and better predict adult dog behavior when information regarding a dog’s parents and early environment are unavailable.

 


What Does That Mean?

Selective breeding: This is a process by which breeders select a set of characteristics (behavioral, physical, or both) that they find desirable and then choose to breed animals who have those characteristics, so that they will be more likely to pass them on to their offspring. Selective breeding has been going on for hundreds of years.

 

Highly invested breeder: This type of breeder strives to produce puppies who best represent the ideal health and behavior profile of a given dog breed. Reputable breeders should be able to provide information on the behavior of both parents, the conditions during pregnancy, and the behaviors of previous litters, as well as the standard physical health certifications known to be important for that particular breed.

 

Casual breeder: This is a general term used to describe people who are selling or giving away puppies who were born either from an unregistered mother or in a nonprofessional breeding setting. Often these are accidental breedings or families who want to experience having one or more litters from their family dog. These people tend to be less well informed and put less planning and care into the health and behavior of the puppies.

 

Temperament test: Also known as a behavior assessment or behavior evaluation, this process includes a series of standardized interactive tests, typically performed on shelter dogs, to assess the behavior and personality of the dogs. Most temperament tests assess dogs for social interest in people, compatibility with other dogs, physical handling issues, and potential for resource guarding and some other aggressive behaviors.

 

Rescue groups: These are typically nonprofit organizations that take in and rehome pets. Some rescue groups obtain their animals directly from families who wish to rehome their pet, while others pick up dogs from local municipal shelters who might otherwise be euthanized. Most of these pets then stay in temporary foster homes until they are matched with an adoptive family. There are breed-specific rescues for most dog breeds.

 

Puppy mills: These are high-volume breeding facilities. Usually, a broker purchases large numbers of puppies at once and sells or distributes them to local pet stores. The breeding animals are typically confined to cramped and solitary living spaces with limited to no social or physical stimulation and little or no regard for their physical and behavioral health.

 



 


  How Do We Begin?


 

If you are thinking about getting a dog, first think very hard about the reality of having a dog join your life and your household. Although physical and behavioral characteristics vary widely between individual dogs and breeds, there are also many anatomical and behavioral traits that are shared by most breeds of dog, including mixed breeds. Domestic dogs, for instance, are highly social species and do best with regular companionship, adequate mental stimulation and training, and physical exercise.

For some people, bringing a young, very energetic puppy or a large, powerful, assertive canine into their home may create problems. Once you have decided to get a dog, it is important to choose a breed that best fits you and your family’s current lifestyle.

 

ALTHOUGH WE MAY be drawn to a breed’s physical appearance, keep in mind that appearances can be deceiving and that the personality, temperament, and behavior patterns of the new dog need to fit your life. Most all puppies are adorable, but it is important to get a good idea of what the adult dog will look and act like when she grows up. Unlike humans, puppies grow to young adults in a matter of months, and by one to two years of age, when human infants are barely toddling around, a dog is pretty much a physically fully formed adult. Selecting a new dog by focusing solely on the puppy’s appearance and behavior can set many new dog owners up for predictable trouble down the road.

Some people have fond memories of living with a certain breed they had as a child. All too often that memorable breed may simply not be suited to your current home and life. Furthermore, our memories of a childhood pet are often colored by the fact that we did most of the fun stuff with the dog while someone else had to deal with the training and the consequences of unwanted behaviors.

Much like in dating, during which you take into account the requirements for a long and happy relationship, consider what you are really looking for in a dog over the long term (remember, dogs live eight to twelve years on average) and also the capacity you and your family have to meet that dog’s normal needs. Gauge how active you and your family currently are to determine the desired activity level of your new companion. A family that plays a lot of video games and enjoys watching movies, with little outdoor activity, should seek a dog who does not have a high need for physical stimulation and exercise. How much time do you have to devote to daily walks, basic training, or brushing out a long coat of hair to avoid matting? What is your interest in organized canine activities, such as agility, obedience, or other dog sports? Do you have small children in your family who might be overwhelmed by a large, powerful dog or who might not be old enough to trust with handling a delicate toy breed?

 


  Purebred Versus Mixed-Breed Dogs


 


  
    Mixed-Breed Dogs
  


Mixed-breed dogs make up the majority of the dogs found in shelters. Although not much can match the sense of gratification that comes with saving a dog, mixed-breed dogs can present a bit of mystery, and these unique dogs are rarely easily categorized. Unlike purebred dogs, a mixed breed’s physical and behavioral characteristics are usually not easy to predict. Although conventional wisdom suggests that a mixed-breed dog may be more physically healthy (and even possibly have more desirable behavior) than a purebred, this is not reliably the case, since if either parent has a heritable problem, it is just as likely to be passed on to the mixed puppies as it is from purebred parents.

Getting a puppy from healthy and behaviorally sound parents is just as important for mixed-breed as for purebred dogs. Recent advances in DNA technology now enable owners of mixed-breed dogs to run laboratory tests to find out more about which breeds contributed to produce their canine family member. However, these DNA tests can only tell you about what breeds may be part of your pet’s ancestry. These tests do not tell you about your dog’s individual health, temperament, past experiences, or the health, temperament, and experiences of your dog’s parents.

 


  
    Purebred Dogs
  


Thousands of years of selective breeding by different human cultures have taken the wild canine ancestors of domestic dogs and developed hundreds of distinctive breeds. Over many generations humans have selectively bred dogs for certain characteristics, such as size, coat, color, and a myriad of other physical and behavioral traits. Highly invested breeders saw some set of characteristics they desired and selectively bred animals who had those features and would be more likely to pass them on to their offspring. Good breeders would not breed any offspring who did not have desirable traits, but rather sought out only the finest examples of the breed they were seeking to establish, so that they could produce puppies with a high chance of maintaining those desirable characteristics. For example, shepherds looking for a canine partner to keep watch over their flocks tended to select dogs with instincts to move the herd but not to hunt or harm them.

It is beyond our scope here to give individual information on dog breeds, but it is easy to find this information with the help of your veterinarian, at the library, in a bookstore, or on the Internet. There are many resources for researching breed characteristics. One book we suggest is The Perfect Puppy by Benjamin L. and Lynette A. Hart, which presents a statistically controlled summary of fifty-six breeds; it’s the only book we know of based on a statistically validated study.

 


Where to Find Breed Information


	Visit an experienced veterinarian.


	Research breed registry organizations, such as the American Kennel Club (AKC) and the United Kennel Club (UKC), and breed organizations.


	Visit a dog show to see some of the adult individuals of a breed you may be considering. At a benched show (a dog show where you have access to the dogs and breeders or handlers), you can ask the handlers questions. Be aware that the more conventional “conformation” dog shows focus primarily on the physical attributes of the individual dogs (a bit like a beauty pageant), whereas a dog show that features competitions where the dogs must display innate and trained skills will focus on trainable qualities in the dogs.


	Books and Internet sites have a wealth of information on selecting and properly teaching a new dog how to live in your home. (See Recommended Resources at the end of this book.) Two available websites are www.purina.com/dogs/dog-breeds and www.akc.org. Remember, books that specialize in a single breed are usually the author’s favorite breed, and information is presented in such a favorable light that important problems and considerations may be overlooked. Be sure to learn the good, bad, and also the “ugly” about the breed so you know what to avoid and what to expect.


	Keep in mind that there can often be as much variation within a breed as there is across different breeds. This means that within every breed there will be good examples of the breed but also unsuitable dogs who do not meet the breed standard either physically or behaviorally.






 

An excellent investment of time is to research why a particular breed was created and what the function of that breed has been in society over the years. Let’s look at the Border Collie. Over many generations Border Collies have been selected for their high energy and their propensity to be drawn to moving animals, herding them into groups. Herding is a hardwired behavior in most Border Collies, and if your home and lifestyle does not provide an outlet for this predisposition, the dog will likely create outlets of her own—compulsive chasing, destructive behaviors, or just herding all the children who may be trying to play in the yard. If you don’t happen to have a herd of sheep handy for this very intelligent dog breed, your dog would best be served by pursuing a high-intensity dog sport, such as agility or flyball, along with lots of daily physical and mental exercise.

 


  [image:  ]
  

Jake, an Australian Shepherd, retrieves a Frisbee as part of his active lifestyle.

Jen Cooper



 



  Picking a Breed


 

In general, you will find breed groups have common traits that may be helpful in making your decision. Retrievers want to retrieve (and will pick up nearly anything to hold in their mouth) and tend to need more active lifestyles as well as social companionship. Terriers tend to be on the more tenacious side, and their intelligent nature can lead them into trouble if they are not given outlets for mental stimulation and their natural propensity to hunt small prey.

 


Breed Groups

Traditional breed groupings, such as those used by the AKC, usually take into account the historical functions of dog breeds.

	Sporting dogs: These dogs were bred to hunt game birds both on land and in the water.


	Hound dogs: These dogs were bred for hunting other game by sight or scent.


	Working dogs: These dogs were bred to pull carts, guard property, and perform search-and-rescue services.


	Terriers: These dogs were generally bred to rid property of vermin such as rats.


	Toy dogs: These dogs were bred to be household companions.


	Non-sporting dogs: These dogs vary in size and function, and many are considered companion dogs.


	Herding: These dogs were bred to help shepherds and ranchers herd their livestock.






 

Keep in mind that big personalities may also come in small packages. A Jack Russell Terrier may be compact and fit easily into your carry-on luggage, but this breed packs a punch when it comes to intelligence and drive. This is a breed designed to hunt and chase small, burrowing animals and to enjoy one of the most active lifestyles of all the modern dog breeds. Unlike Eddie from the TV sitcom Frasier, most Jack Russell Terriers are not couch potatoes, so think again if you are looking for a calm, quiet lap dog for Grandpa.

For more information on selecting a dog, see the “Books on Choosing a Dog” section in the Recommended Resources at the end of this book.

Since different people are looking for different things in a dog, and their home environments differ widely, there is no “best breed” that will fit everyone. Be aware that although some dog breeds (typically smaller breeds) can live up to eighteen years, some of the very large breeds have a much shorter lifespan. An eight-year-old Bichon Frise may be just barely hitting middle age, but a Great Dane of the same age is likely to be at the very end of her life.

After narrowing the field down to one or two breeds, it helps to find at least two or three people who have adult members of that breed (and the gender you are looking for, if possible) and to visit the dogs in their home environment. Remember that your dog will be an adult for all but the first year of her life, so don’t just judge based on puppies you meet.

Knowledgeable individuals, such as your veterinarian, reputable breeders, or members of a dog breed club, can also give you the benefit of their own experiences with individual breeds and particular bloodlines in your local area.

 


  Variations Within Breeds


 

Some breeds can have wide variations in behavior and physical appearance. These differences can be so great behaviorally that two dogs of the same breed may act like very different dogs, and this finding is now supported by recent advances in analyzing DNA.

For example, in breeds like the Border Collie, show lines and working lines have such different behavior patterns that they are almost distinct breeds. Show lines are families of dogs who are selected for qualities that are most appropriate for conformation (how they look and move), while working lines are dogs who are selected and bred for strengths that relate to their working tasks. Border Collies from show lines may exhibit little of the typical behavior patterns so pronounced in the working lines (the tendency to herd, in this case). The same can apply to various hunting breeds, which have field lines (retrieving of birds, for example) and show lines—such breeds as Labrador Retrievers and Golden Retrievers, both very popular family companions.
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A Border Collie from working bloodlines in a typical herding position




 


 





 


 


 


 



 



	

	







 




 


Smartest Breeds



 














 



 



 







 


Breed Fads
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