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Introduction

“Positive reinforcement works great on easy dogs, but it’s not really effective on severe aggression cases, is it?”

As one of the world’s most vocal proponents of force-free dog training methods, I get asked this type of question frequently, usually by people who are pretty sure they already know the answer. Over the past several decades, science and history have taught us so much about how dogs think, feel, and learn, yet some dog trainers and owners still believe the only way to communicate effectively with a difficult dog is to “teach it who’s boss” and force it into some mythical state called “calm submission.” The issues arising from this common and fundamental misunderstanding of our canine companions are what motivate me every day to continue my work as a dog behavior consultant and educator.

There are many different terms used to describe the type of teaching methods I use: positive reinforcement, reward-based, force-free, and more. Proponents of these interrelated philosophies have a shared belief that it is much safer, more effective, and humane to teach animals using this overarching concept: If you reward a behavior you like, it is more likely that that behavior will be repeated. Similarly, if you ignore or redirect a behavior you don’t like, it is more likely that incidences of that behavior will decrease.

That’s a very simplistic synopsis of what reward-based training is and how it works, but that general concept lays the foundation for everything a dog owner needs to know to build a healthy relationship with any dog. Combine this concept with an awareness that dogs are not wolves trying to dominate us, so do not need to be controlled using dominance-based punishment techniques, and you have the recipe for what I call positive training throughout this book.*

Unfortunately (but predictably), those who still promote punitive, outdated traditional training methods aren’t going quietly. There is a fierce debate raging in the dog training world between these two camps, and as a result, positive trainers regularly hear the same old tired arguments and accusations:


    • There’s more than one way to train a dog.

    • Reward-based training methods don’t work on severe behavior problems such as aggression.

    • Dogs only “respect” leaders who assert their “dominance.”

    • Force-free trainers don’t use discipline.

    • Training a dog with food is tantamount to bribery.

    • If you train a dog using food, he or she will respond only when you’re holding treats.

    • Dogs that misbehave or show aggression are trying to be dominant.

    • Dogs are pack animals like wolves and are hell-bent on becoming the “alpha” or “top dog” over their owners.



Every one of these statements is almost completely backward, and I’ll get to each one of them (and more) in detail in the course of this book. For now, I can say that there are many, many ways to effectively and humanely teach your dog—provided that you start from the basis of positive reinforcement principles rather than outdated and misguided theories of dog behavior.

There is a great deal of publicly available misinformation about how to build “balanced” relationships with our dogs based on “submission”—information that is purportedly the key to making our lives and relationships with our dogs better. If we could ask our dogs, I have no doubt they would let us know emphatically that such concepts as forced “balance” and supposedly contented “submission” are a pretty far cry from what they’re actually feeling most of the time.

And that’s one of the biggest problems in the dog training world today: those who promote what I call dominance, punitive, or compulsion training are realizing that the dog-owning public is figuring out that there must be a better, more effective and humane way to teach their dogs. As a result, these trainers have adapted and borrowed some of the science-based community’s language, repackaged it, and are now selling it as their own marketing buzzwords: Positive reinforcement. Reward-based. Gentle. But no matter what they try to call it, traditional dominance and punishment trainers are using methods that are the exact opposite of the misappropriated labels they’re using to sell their services.

There is a subset of hybrid trainers who actually do use positive reinforcement when teaching basic learning and language-building exercises but who either remain unconvinced that this training method will be effective or lack the confidence and skills to harness its power for more serious behavior problems. These trainers also employ punishment when dealing with “tougher” cases, even though these are the very dogs that would benefit the most from positive training and are most likely to regress further when punished or forced into so-called submissive states.

In truth, anyone can successfully employ positive reinforcement when teaching basic obedience and dealing with “easy” dogs, but it takes advanced knowledge, confidence, and strong leadership skills to successfully employ positive training on the most difficult behavioral cases. What sets good positive trainers apart from punitive trainers is not just their ability to teach a dog to do something using force-free methods, but also how they manage to stop unwanted behaviors while still using humane training techniques instead of punishment.

The landscape of the dog training world is now so confusing that owners who want a positive trainer have trouble figuring out exactly who fits that description. Compulsion trainers have seen their once-impregnable market shares start to shrink as trainers who follow modern behavioral science have begun to eat into their profits. TV shows like It’s Me or the Dog and other media have made the public aware that there is indeed a better way to teach—positively. I’ve talked to people who told me they just didn’t feel right using force and intimidation on their beloved canine companions, but the trainers they hired reassured them that they were using positive reinforcement. I can’t blame people for falling for this clever marketing ploy—I’ve worked with dogs for a very long time, and sometimes even I still can’t tell when someone actually believes what I believe or just knows enough buzzwords to squeak by.

This confusion and the difficulty people have trying to teach their dog humanely or to find a force-free trainer were the inspiration behind this book and the creation of Victoria Stilwell Positively Dog Training (VSPDT)—a global network of world-class professional positive reinforcement dog trainers united in their passion for promoting positive training in place of punishment and dominance. All VSPDT trainers have been individually assessed by me and verified to be practitioners of science-based, force-free methods. (For more information on sourcing a trainer, see the Resources section.)

As someone who is often referred to as a torchbearer of humane teaching methodologies, I struggle to understand how anyone can justify teaching a dog through the use of force and fear. While learning to become a dog trainer, I was taught all kinds of techniques that I’ve long since abandoned, and even though I never physically punished a dog, I found that even using aversives such as loud noises to interrupt or curb negative behavior just never felt right. The more I investigated the history and development of the science of dog behavior, the more certain I became that my instinctual doubts were justified and well-founded.

My love for and fascination with dogs has developed into a passion for making sure that people know there is a more effective, humane, rewarding, and enduring way to teach their dogs. This book will respond to many of the arguments you may hear from skeptics of positive training. It is designed to provide positive, humane solutions to some common (and often hard to live with) behaviors. Along the way, I’ll also provide the scientific and anecdotal evidence to support why the scientific community and I can unequivocally state that trying to dominate a dog into what traditional trainers call “submission” through the use of force, punishment, and intimidation is inhumane, damaging, and ultimately less effective than science-based positive training.

The choice before any dog owner is a simple one: do you want your dog to follow you because she wants to or because she’s scared of what will happen to her if she doesn’t? To me, the answer is obvious.


* Note that use of the word positive in this case does not reflect the strict scientific description of the word as defined among the four quadrants of operant conditioning. For example, positive punishment is the addition of punishment during training, and I obviously do not condone or include such methods in my definition of the term positive training as I use it for the purposes of this book. Throughout this book, I refer to myself and others like me as positive trainers, and in doing so, I am referring to the same combination of reward-based training methods and non–dominance/punishment/alpha hierarchy awareness, not the scientific definition of the word.
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DOMINANCE AND PACK THEORY

Are Dogs on a Quest for World Domination?

Has anyone ever told you that if your dog goes through an open door ahead of you, it’s a sign that he’s asserting his dominance? Or if a dog walks in front of you or pulls on a leash, he is doing so because he wants to be pack leader? What about if he lies on a sofa, sleeps in your bed, or growls at you as you take his bone away? Are these really all signs of an intense struggle between man and dog over status in the household? Is everything a dog thinks, feels, and does the result of an unmitigated desire to dominate us, and everything else, in his quest to become top dog?

Concepts like these have been pounded into our public consciousness for decades, leading people to believe that any type of misbehavior by their dogs is a byproduct of an innate, instinctive desire to be dominant over everything and everyone—especially humans. This assumption forms the foundation of traditional dog training ideology, despite advances in modern behavioral science that I’ll discuss later in the chapter. Indeed, much of the information still available to the general public promotes and endorses solutions to a dominance problem that doesn’t really exist—at least not in the way some think it does.

Of course, that’s not to say that there are no canine behavior problems to solve. My ever-growing workload as a dog trainer and behavior consultant attests to there being more problems than ever. What’s more, they exist in large part precisely because this fundamental misunderstanding of dominance has been applied so broadly in our relationships with our dogs.

Most of the dog-owning public has long been misled into thinking that treating dominance is the key to solving most dog behavior problems, when the reality is quite different. Terms such as alpha dog, top dog, and pack leader have become part of our society’s readily accepted and commonly understood lexicon. When these terms are used to describe human concepts of leadership and rank hierarchy, they can indeed be useful. But when we ascribe these concepts to our domesticated dogs, we are assuming, incorrectly, that dogs place the same value that we do on the practice of identifying who is of higher rank. Unfortunately, misunderstanding the source of a dog’s behavior often results in unbalanced, unconfident, and ultimately unhappy dogs (and owners).

Think of dog training in medical terms. If you don’t know what the root cause of a given problem is, you can’t effectively treat it. Diagnosis and treatment can become skewed when too much emphasis is placed on symptoms rather than an investigation into root causes. And if you misdiagnose the disease, you usually end up applying the wrong treatment. In a best-case scenario, you’ve delayed the patient’s recovery and will quickly realize the treatment isn’t working, admit your mistake, and apply the correct remedy. In the worst case, an inappropriate treatment plan based on the misdiagnosis actually exacerbates the patient’s condition, making it more difficult to solve, if and when you realize your mistake.

Unfortunately for dogs, a dominance-related misdiagnosis of their behavior problems usually leads to the worst-case scenario: traditionally prescribed behavior-modification techniques usually include punishment, intimidation, and fear—precisely the opposite of what dogs really need to overcome most behavioral issues.

If the result of this unfortunate process was merely unhappy, unfulfilled dogs, it would be incredibly sad but not an epic tragedy. But the problem is larger than that. The massive growth in dog ownership numbers, combined with this epidemic of punishment-based dog training, has created a population of dogs and dog owners who have never been more challenged to communicate effectively and safely. An increase in owner-surrendered pets at rescue shelters due to behavior problems has led to steadily increasing euthanasia rates. The number of dog bites and attacks, especially on children, are increasing despite local governments’ attempts to approach the problem (from the wrong end of the leash) by using breed-specific legislation.

To find a more appropriate and hopeful solution, we need to appreciate how people came to so misunderstand and misdiagnose how our dogs think, feel, and learn. Then we will explore what modern behavioral science tells us is truly at play. We need to know how we got here and what needs to be changed so that we can more effectively, safely, and humanely build relationships with our dogs.

What Is Dominance?

To understand how the word dominance became so prevalent in describing dog-to-dog and human-to-dog social relationships, we have to look back at early studies of animal behavior. The term pecking order was originally used to explain the social hierarchies of domestic fowl in the 1920s.1 Researchers observed that chickens commonly established what was assumed to be social rank by pecking at or threatening to peck each other. Since then, studies on social hierarchies have been done on many other species, and the evidence compiled from them has gradually helped us understand how animals form relationships and survive in social groups. Researchers conducting these later studies found that although dominant members of certain animal groups were more likely than others to display threatening or aggressive behavior if required, they would more often assert their influence (dominance) without the use of force. Other more submissive members of the animal group maintained the status quo by offering deference and appeasement behaviors to the more dominant members.2 In other words, dominance is not so much a character trait as it is a term that describes the relationship between animals, a relationship that is usually exerted without the use of force, thereby reducing the potential for conflict and ensuring safety and survival.

This is a critical part of understanding how dogs interact. If a particular dog is dominant over another, such status is usually freely acknowledged and mutually understood—most often without issue. Misunderstanding the word and the role dominance plays in our dogs’ lives has caused untold amounts of confusion. So I prefer to use the term controlling behavior when working with clients because it more accurately describes the domestic dog’s social intentions.

Who’s the Boss?

Traditional training theorists have led people to believe that social hierarchies among multidog households and human/dog families are fixed, with an “alpha” (dog or person) at the top of the hierarchy and other members of the human or canine family fitting nicely into slots underneath. Although social hierarchies do exist among dogs and certain dogs are more controlling than others, studies have shown that such dynamics are constantly changing.3 Dogs that live in multidog households, for example, are usually able to work out among themselves who has primary access to what, depending on the value each dog places on a resource. For example, some dogs might place more value on a food resource when it comes to feeding time, whereas others may desire first choice for a preferred sleeping location. One dog usually does not control access to every single resource but will control those he deems to be of highest value to him. To maintain a safe and peaceful environment, a dog must be able to accept another dog’s prior claim to certain resources.

Of course, as can be the case with humans, flare-ups of tension occur when dogs disagree over who has primary access to a certain resource. When two dogs place equal value on something (such as a bone, food bowl, toy, bed, potential mate, or even a human), they might fight because they are in direct competition over that resource, not because they are concerned about elevating their personal status within the hierarchy!

Although disagreements occur among dogs that have healthy relationships with each other, some dogs display socially inappropriate behavior, disrupting the status quo by bullying others. As with bullies generally, these dogs are usually quite the opposite of confident and self-assured.

Let’s think about it in human terms for a moment. Is the common school bully the most confident kid in the class or the most insecure? Invariably, bullies are not confident people, and their need to control others by inflicting physical or emotional harm is driven by an acute insecurity rather than an abundance of healthy self-confidence. Canine bullies are also insecure, and although they may influence the behavior of other dogs, this is still not the result of a battle for rank. Macho, bullying behavior has no place in a natural, well-functioning dominant/submissive canine relationship or a human/canine relationship. Often, dogs that bully can best be described as having an acute case of bad manners or an unpleasant personality—just like humans. In the end, the sad fact is that there are some dogs that are, quite simply, jerks (although we still love them!).

We humans still find it very difficult to resist the idea that dogs share our interest in dominance and rank. Because we are capable of rational thought and intricate extrapolation of consequences, we may quest for ever-higher rank for many reasons: ego, desperation, revenge, boredom, insecurity, and ambition. Gaining high status demonstrates success in society and allows a person to have more control over others, earn a higher wage, and ensure future success. In contrast, dogs’ perception of status is far less complex and emotional: if a dog values a certain resource or is more intent on achieving reproductive success than others are, he will notify those others that he is planning on protecting or controlling access to these things that make him feel good and ensure his safety and survival.

The great sadness in misunderstanding how dominance and submission work in healthy canine social relationships is that it has led to the use of training techniques designed to force a dog into a “submissive state.” Those who employ forceful methods believe they are displaying leadership just like a “dominant” dog would do to establish rank; in reality they are behaving like socially inappropriate bullies. This in turn compromises a dog’s ability to learn, and it significantly damages the bond between them.

So, to summarize, if “dominance” in the animal world means that force or violence is seldom used to maintain a functional status quo, why do some trainers and dog owners still believe that using forceful and punitive techniques to make their dogs submissive and establish themselves as the “pack leader” is the best way to teach them? They do so because the human concept of dominance (based on accumulating power, establishing higher rank, and exerting control in a forceful and sometimes violent way) muddles their understanding of canine relationships and social hierarchies and so dictates how they attempt to manage them.

Dogs Versus Wolves

So where did we go so wrong?

Dominance and pack theory in the dog world is based in large part on research collected from studies performed on a pack of unrelated, captive wolves in the 1970s. The results of these studies suggested that there was a fixed hierarchy in which “alphas” (leaders) had priority access to resources, forcefully maintaining the group structure through displays of aggression to others.4

Because dogs were descended from wolves, it was assumed that similar pack dynamics must exist among domestic dogs and that desire, drive, and competitive success would push “top dogs” to the top of the hierarachy. This theory became so popular that despite the obvious—that dogs and wolves are separated by thousands of years of evolution and that dogs and humans are completely different species—the theory was used to explain not only the social interactions between dogs but also how people should train them.

These captive-wolf studies have since been renounced by the very scientists who performed them and reached their original conclusions. It turns out that captive wolves with no choice but to live in unrelated groups (not their own blood-related families) behave very differently from members of what we now know to be a true natural wolf pack. Dr. David Mech, the wolf expert and senior scientist with the U.S. Geological Survey who was largely responsible for the original scientific study promoting “pack theory” (much of which he himself has since debunked), now explains that the behavioral differences between captive wolves like those used in his study and wolves in the wild are pronounced enough to call the results of his original research into question. According to modern behavioral science, any random group of undomesticated species artificially placed together will naturally compete with one another.5 Scientific research has since concluded that in the wild, a true natural pack is actually composed of a mother and father and their offspring. This pack survives rather like a human family in which the parents take the leadership roles and the children follow. In a natural pack, harmony is created because, as we now know, deference behaviors are offered freely by the younger wolves rather than being forced onto them by their parents. This deference avoids injury that would compromise the pack’s ability to hunt prey successfully.

The study’s results were also skewed by the observation of subjects under severe stress because they were captives, forced to live with unrelated wolves in an unnatural environment, unable to behave as they would in a natural familial pack. These non-familial wolves had no choice but to interact with each other and develop coping mechanisms that caused them to become far more competitive and aggressive. And instead of focusing on the wolves’ point of view, the researchers once again used their own human interpretations to conclude that the wolves were constantly driven by a desire to seek status over one another. Trouble is, no one really questioned at that point whether wolves really understood or shared our human concept of seeking status as a “rank reduction” process. It is more likely that for these captive wolves, the issue of rank was actually driven by something far simpler: the need for safety, survival, and reproductive success. Acquiring a resource safely would ensure survival, so although some wolves figured out how to hold onto their resources by challenging others and defending themselves, other wolves learned to ensure their survival by showing deference.

In short, Mech’s researchers were observing a dysfunctional group of wolves using threat and deference displays to seek safety and survive within their unnatural captive group.

Unfortunately, the true nature of dominance, submission, and rank hierarchy has only recently been accurately understood. Because the results of those early behavioral studies were misinterpreted and misunderstood, dog trainers assumed that violent captive wolf behavior could be neatly transferred into a box labeled “dog behavior.”

DOGS IN WOLVES’ CLOTHING?

Even though dogs and wolves are genetically similar, they are separated by at least fifteen thousand years of domestication and that has changed them in many important ways. Today’s domestic dog is approximately as genetically similar to the wolf as we humans are to chimpanzees. When you consider the evolutionary and behavioral chasm between chimps and ourselves, it becomes clear that although wolves and dogs share certain physiological and behavioral traits, they are far more different from each other than traditional pack theorists would have you believe. For example, dogs are one of the few types of animals who are willing and able to develop interspecies relationships. We take for granted how amazing dogs are, given their ability not only to tolerate but sometimes even befriend our pet cats, for example, while also developing close relationships with us humans. Not many animals (certainly not wolves) are able to bond with even one other species, let alone two or more.

Dogs are not socialized wolves. Not only has domestication set them apart physiologically, but it has greatly influenced their emotional development as well. The difference in developmental stages between wolves and dogs in early life is acute enough to affect their ability to form social relationships throughout their lives. For example, at just fourteen days old, wolf pups are able to walk around, eagerly investigating their environment, whereas canine puppies are still wobbly on their legs. Recent studies reveal that between the ages of four to eight weeks, canine puppies can successfully form interspecies social attachments in just ninety minutes.6 Conversely, wolf pups could make the same social attachments only after twenty-four hours of constant contact with another species, and then only if all of the contact occurred before the pup was four weeks old. Although dogs generalize their social relationships to humans and are good at adapting to changing situations, wolves are very specific about their social attachments and do not adapt well to novelty, even when raised in captivity with or near humans. Interesting studies at the Department of Ethology at Eötvös Loránd University in Budapest demonstrated how aware canine puppies were to human body movement compared to wolf pups raised in the same domestic environment.7 The puppies in this study showed an almost instinctive ability to follow the direction of a human point, whereas the wolf pups were disinterested and unable to make eye contact. The puppies naturally cooperated with the researchers and were much better at learning by observing and taking direction from them, whereas the domesticated wolves never looked to their human caregivers for guidance and behaved more as they would have in the wild, despite their domestication.

So if the captive wolf model led us down the wrong path, what model should we use to help us understand the dynamics of a modern dog pack? Observing feral dogs gives us a much more accurate picture of the domestic dog’s social structure than either wild or captive wolf packs. It’s more likely that modern domestic dogs are descended from solitary feral dogs that scavenged human garbage for food than from true familial packs. Although scavengers need a group for protection, they don’t need a team to track and bring down prey and are usually more successful finding food when operating by themselves. In fact, having too many other dogs around means there is more competition for that food, resulting in a much looser social structure that changes with environment and situation—namely, with the abundance (or lack) of food. But thousands of years of separation from the wolf have also altered the social behavior of feral dogs: they don’t stay in fixed family packs, and while the only wolves that mate in a pack are the breeding pair, mating is unrestricted in the feral dog population—it can occur among dogs within a family group or between dogs of different groups.

In conclusion, although their similar appearance and genetic proximity to one another make it tempting to assume that dogs and wolves behave the same way, they are dissimilar enough to warrant separate studies of their behavioral tendencies. When we don’t understand these differences and misapply behavioral understandings from one to another, it can lead to gross misconceptions. Indeed, the most important distinction between dogs and wolves is that, while they are both animals with a primary natural instinct to be safe and survive, dogs and wolves learn in very different ways and place very different premiums on the value of interaction with other species.

Be the Pack Leader—Really?

Dogs are not wolves and they’re not humans either. But it’s a common refrain that is heard frequently among people in the dog world today: “Be the pack leader.” Even people who aren’t specifically talking about dogs or our relationships with them use this catchphrase regularly, and it has become a mainstay of human self-help and managerial doctrine. While it has value in a human-only scenario, it is dramatically misunderstood when applied to a dog’s world.

As a species, humans are the most advanced, thoughtful, sentient beings in our planet’s history. Not only do we feel emotions such as joy, jealousy, temptation, fear, and love, but we can also draw correlations between these emotions and the effect they have on our actions while also appreciating the impact our actions and words have on others. This is one of the most fundamental differences between humans and other beings (like dogs) that feel emotion—we care about what other people think of us. As far as we are aware, dogs don’t have that ability. More precisely, the extent to which they care about what others think of them is limited to self-interest and well-being. For example, we may translate the joy our dogs display upon our return from a day at work as a signal of how much they love us and have hated the time they’ve spent apart from us (based on a long history of bonding and an unwavering expectation that they wouldn’t be abandoned), but the dog may actually be feeling ecstatic elation that her provider of all good things (affection, food, companionship, and protection) has returned. It’s not that dogs are selfish but they are egocentric.

Our ability to extrapolate, correlate, and sympathize has served us well as a species, but it has also created several unfortunate side effects that we sometimes have a hard time realizing are not shared by those around us—including dogs. We assume that because we suffer from varying degrees of overconfidence, and tend to be seduced by the accumulation of rank and power, dogs must do the same. Even dominance trainers often stress that you should never anthropomorphize (ascribe human characteristics to) your dog. I completely agree that we should resist the urge to “humanize” our dogs too much (while still recognizing that we share certain similarities). The irony is that to believe dogs see us as their pack leaders actually requires that we first anthropomorphize dogs by assuming they share our human concern regarding rank and what others think of us.

For example, my little Chihuahua-Terrier mix, Jasmine, doesn’t care what my chocolate Labrador, Sadie, thinks of her when she slinks in to steal an antler that Sadie had been chewing. She’s not worried about hurting Sadie’s feelings. She just places a higher value on the antler at that moment and makes decisions that give her the best chance of getting it.

When we see our human intentions, motives, and responses in our dogs’ behavior, we’re effectively making things up as we go along; our dogs simply don’t approach things the same way we do. Indeed, Jasmine may feel “envious” of Sadie for having the antler, but we must resist the urge to assume that Jasmine or Sadie really cares what the other thinks of her beyond how it will immediately affect her own individual well-being.

So because we now understand that dogs aren’t in an ego-driven race to become the leader of the free world (or even just their own household), it follows that they also have no reason to suspect that that is our personal goal as well. Sure, they know that we are the ones who control access to food, water, and other things that allow them to survive and make them feel good, but we are also the ones who stop them from doing what they might otherwise naturally think is perfectly acceptable (chewing the sofa and peeing on the carpet come to mind). It is only when we misinterpret canine behavior that we start to think dogs must be trying to achieve a higher rank than us. And what’s the highest possible rank? Pack leader, of course.

So the entire concept that we must assert our claim to the throne of pack leader before our dogs do is based on a mirage. For the sake of argument, though, let’s say that dogs are completely motivated by a burning desire to become pack leader over their human counterparts. At some point in this theoretical exercise we must necessarily decide to disregard the simple truth—that dogs are well aware that we are not, in fact, dogs. Science gives us absolutely no reason to assume that because dogs have been domesticated so successfully that they can assimilate easily into our human world, they can somehow be fooled into thinking that we are not really humans at all but are strange, two-legged, hairless (for the most part) dogs. They know that we’re not dogs just as well as we know they’re not human. For some reason, though, dominance trainers like to emulate canine behavior by jabbing dogs with their fingertips, for example, pretending to “nip” as a mother dog does when she corrects her pups. These trainers believe that dogs make the association between jabbing fingers and the reprimands they once received from their canine mothers’ mouths. I disagree. Dogs are much smarter than that!

To put the final nail in the coffin of the pack leader concept, however, we must return to this fact: true packs don’t really exist in the domestic dog world in the first place. Putting aside briefly that dogs are not wolves and should not be treated as such, the definition of a true pack is, again, a mother, father, and their offspring—a combination usually found only in the wild (not in captivity). Very occasionally in wolf packs, a lone unrelated wolf may be “adopted” by an existing pack, but this is somewhat rare. Obviously, it is extremely rare to find a blood-related family of dogs—mother, father, and their offspring—living together as domestic pets in today’s society. Therefore we should move away from calling our usually unrelated dogs living in one household a pack. I prefer to use the word group or household.
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