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Legal Disclaimer

The training of dogs with behavioral issues is inherently dangerous. Any of the theory or techniques described in this book is to be used or applied at your own risk. Neither Jaime Goodrich nor JL Goodrich, Inc., its officers, directors, employees, or agent shall be held responsible for any damages to person or property resulting from the use or application of the techniques and information described herein. All behavior modification and dog training should be done under the supervision of a qualified veterinarian.




For Arthur








Introduction

Pedro was a problem. A small rescue dog, he was part Scottish Terrier, part poodle, a black, scruffy guy making his owners’ lives miserable. They lived in an upscale, beautiful apartment together in Beverly Hills, and the dog had to be taken outside several times a day to potty. He tried relentlessly to attack the neighbors in the hallways, random people in the elevator, the doorman, and all the other dogs that lived in the building. Their previous trainer had put Pedro in a prong collar and instructed them to give him a leash correction—hard—whenever he began to lunge or growl or bark.

I met Pedro when the owners brought him into my training center, telling my staff and me to keep our distance because he was unpredictable and snappy. And Pedro came in swinging, lunging and growling. Every time he did, they yanked so hard on the leash that he went flying. I asked them to take off the prong collar and just hold the leash. I threw a couple treats on the floor next to him and, being a smart guy, he quickly figured out that I was okay—or at least a good source of food. While I was tossing treats on the ground for him, the owners told me their vet had suggested that Pedro was missing half his brain, physically missing a hemisphere, because he didn’t seem capable of learning. That was the first (and only) time I’d heard that. Owners sometimes say all kinds of weird things to explain away their dog’s behavioral issues, so I doubted this was true. What I did know was that Pedro figured out where the cookies were, fast, proving he was capable of learning after all.

I never physically handle or touch dogs with aggressive tendencies on the first meeting, so I stood just out of biting distance from Pedro and began to get his backstory. According to his owners, Pedro had belonged to an elderly woman in their building for two years, but he never left the apartment until she moved to an assisted care facility and the new owners adopted him. It was clear to me that Pedro was just a terrified little guy who’d had zero socialization and that his previous dog trainer had made things much worse by punishing his fearful responses with pain.

I explained to the owners the two ways of changing behavior in the most simple of terms: operant conditioning (sit and then get a cookie) and classical conditioning. Classical conditioning pairs two unrelated things, such as in Pavlov’s famous dog experiment where dogs were taught that the sound of a bell meant food was coming. In Pedro’s case, classical conditioning was making him a mess. New, scary things plus pain from his prong collar was making him think that all new scary things caused pain.

The woman, Denise, patiently listened to me, then looked at me and simply said, “I have a PhD in psychology.”

“Great!” I said, taking my foot out of my mouth, “then you understand this!”

We didn’t work on any of his crazy behaviors that day, but in between the lunging and barking, we did get Pedro to do some agility exercises—jump over bars, climb up and down ramps, and even run through a tunnel. It proved to his owners that not only could Pedro learn, but he actually liked learning. He was thrilled to try new things for treats. I convinced them to remove the prong collar permanently, and over the course of the next two months, we worked on strategies to help him view the world as a less scary place. Although the elevator remained a source of extreme anxiety for him (“We just pick him up now and he calms down”), Pedro was able to go for walks, leave the building, and eventually he even became a crackerjack agility dog.

Pedro’s owners show that even extremely educated people have blind spots when it comes to their dogs. Denise knew immediately what she was doing wrong once I pointed out the neurology, she just needed help figuring out the nuts and bolts of what to do right. If you pivot toward treating the source of a dog’s anxiety, problematic behaviors will naturally, and permanently, disappear.



Every owner wants to change their dog’s difficult behaviors—and usually they want a fast and easy solution. It’s no fun to live with a dog that is constantly on edge, nervous, anxious, or aggressive.

The problem is that many solutions presented by dog trainers are punitive, like Pedro’s first trainer’s prong collar, and don’t address the underlying issue, while often causing other issues. A dog that is confident, well-adjusted, and socialized doesn’t often bark at other dogs on-leash, but a dog with poor genetics, poor socialization, or a history of trauma might. If you force this latter dog to stop barking using a correction collar or by pinning him down (the so-called “alpha roll”), the dog may stop the behavior. But the underlying reason—why he’s barking in the first place—isn’t resolved (and he may become scared of you in the process). It’s a bit like putting new roof tiles on a sagging roof. If you don’t address the core issue, it may look fine. But a big rainstorm could collapse the whole building.

Similarly, a dog whose training is compulsive, using aggressive or painful techniques, will often suppress fearful reactions. But if the dog is with a new handler or faces a more challenging trigger, then the problematic behaviors may return. This is the reason so many leash-reactive dogs do fine when handled by a firm handler who uses harsh corrections, and then fall apart when anyone else in the family tries to walk them.

If we look at how dogs learn, and understand how to manipulate their behavior through positive, force-free methods, then we can develop a meaningful relationship with our dogs devoid of pain and fear. By understanding what your dog is doing, and why, you can reduce and eventually remove problematic behavior.

This is accomplished through trust, consistency, clear expectations, and teaching your dog actual behaviors. Dogs do not come pre-wired with the ability to live in human households. Yes, they are attuned to human facial expressions, but they don’t know how to sit still and not to chew your delicious leather shoes until you teach them. When we are faced with difficult behavior from our beloved dogs, especially ones who have either a genetic or behavioral history of trauma, who are under-socialized, who are fearful or shy or hyperactive, dogs that are quick to become overstimulated and aroused, or are easily frustrated, we can quickly become overwhelmed, exhausted, and only add to our dog’s overreaction.

This book is intended to help you understand your dog on a fundamental level, whatever the difficulties you encounter with your dog, so that you can react appropriately and have the tools you need to train the perfect dog.

In my years of experience training thousands of dogs, I’ve often found that owners are fascinated by what is really going on with their dog on an emotional and neurological level. This book invites you to embrace this journey with your dog so you can understand your pup and what’s behind their problematic behavior, which will result in a happier, healthier pet, and instill a deep and satisfying relationship based on trust and kindness.



PRONOUNS / NOODLES

A quick note that throughout this book, I will refer to a singular dog, Noodles, as our example dog. Noodles is my life-size stuffed toy Labrador I use to test dogs for reactivity and has been with me for more than fifteen years. Noodles uses he/him pronouns.
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CHAPTER ONE Why Does My Dog Act This Way?

Eating the drywall? Attacking the computer? Shying away from friendly people? Guarding food and toys? Fleeing from the garbage truck? Dogs don’t come with instruction manuals. Rescued dogs in particular have behaviors that the normal “help me I got a dog” books fail to address. All of these unusual behaviors, and more, are complex, multilayered issues that require patience to sort out. And most people who simply want to own a nice family dog are, quite simply, confused.

Don’t worry, you’re in good hands. This book is here to help, and will walk you through, step-by-step, how to understand why your dog engages in even the craziest of behaviors and how to heal the underlying issues.

Behavior problems can, and often do, stem from problems that are not uniquely canine, but rather are the result of traumatic experiences that plague all mammals, including humans. Animals need food, water, shelter, and safety to function. Did your dog always have access to fresh water, plenty of food, and shelter from the elements? Was his early life free of threats like roaming predatory dogs, cars, and aggressive humans? Are you sure? When these basic needs are not met, animals cope by developing survival behaviors. Survival behaviors—stealing, aggression, fleeing, panicking—are often at odds with our expectations of how pet dogs act. In addition, poor early socialization and unfortunate genetics can lead to behaviors rooted in fear and distrust, even with purchased purebred puppies. The result? Generations of dogs who have confusing and frustrating behaviors. Part of this is our own social upbringing; we have been taught that dogs should behave in certain ways. But they don’t.


THE MYTH OF LASSIE

If you get stuck under a barn, the truth is, your dog isn’t going for help. Lassie was the first television dog to be popularized as a hero, the family protector, wise and thoughtful and, despite her challenges in communication (“What is it, girl?”), so helpful. (For you youngish readers, Lassie was a popular TV show in the 1950s that epitomized the perfect family dog, a collie, who performed heroic acts for her family and friends.) Lassie did not bite other animals, or poop on the floor, or panic at fireworks, or snarl at small children. Lassie was perfect.

In reality, Lassie was a male dog named Pal who, before hitting the silver screen, used to chase motorcycles and bark incessantly. But TV Lassie set the tone, unfortunately, for generations of dogs who were expected to act a certain way: honorable, kind, well-behaved. Our social mythology plays into how we view dogs and what our expectations are for them as family and society members. This mythology persists.

We’ve also, in this century, come to expect far more from our dogs. My own childhood dog Lucy never left the backyard. She went for walks occasionally, but she was a very anxious poodle mix, and walks would stress her out, so she lived in the backyard, mainly on our patio table where I spent hours grooming her. Whether Lucy was happy or unhappy, nobody knew. She was just an outside dog, living an outside life. Nowadays that would be unthinkable. Our dogs sleep in our beds with us, not to mention go to the coffee shop and grocery store, sit under tables in restaurants, accompany us on walks and car rides, and get plastered all over social media. We walk them in strollers and dress them up for Halloween and expect that they love every person and every dog they meet. The modern dog has to deal with a lot today, and quite honestly, if they haven’t been socialized and equipped to do this, it’s overwhelming.

For the average dog owner, this gap between expectation versus reality can be disappointing.



THE WOLF MYTH

Another false social myth on the opposite end of the spectrum is the wolf myth. The idea that our dogs are like wolves is, unfortunately, widespread. And problematic. For one, dogs are not wolves. Although dogs and wolves share a large amount of DNA, they are, in fact, distinctively different species. And modern research now tells us that dogs didn’t directly evolve from wolves, but rather from a common canid ancestor that is now extinct. Perhaps the most obvious difference between the two species, though, comes from our relationship with them. Wolves are wild animals; dogs are domesticated and live in our bedrooms.

Beyond the fact that anyone can see that they are physically different (just look at a Pekingese for proof), there have been, over thousands and thousands of years, significant social changes that make the nature of dogs different from wolves. For a deep dive into how wolves and dogs are different, biologist John Bradshaw wrote an excellent book, Dog Sense, in which he explains, “Dogs have taken an evolutionary path quite different from that of a wolf—so if we are to understand dog behavior, we must do so on fundamentally different terms.” Dogs have evolved to respond closely to their human companions. They can read facial expressions and human body language in ways that wolves cannot. They tend to gravitate toward and follow people. Wolves don’t. This is why dogs have been so valuable to us for thousands upon thousands of years, as hunters, protectors, herders, and companions. Wolves? Not so much.
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This wolf problem has an added layer. Not only are dogs different from wolves, but the whole idea we have of wolves is wrong. We have been taught that wolf packs are governed by an alpha dog who controls his subordinates through aggression. As technology advances, biologists studying wolves are realizing that many of the assumptions made about wolves in the past are incorrect. By using DNA and radio collars, biologists have determined that wild wolf packs are very different from the wolves studied in captivity. Studies have found that wolves in artificial settings such as a zoo or a sanctuary simply do not behave like wolves do in nature.

Wolves in captivity are often lumped together, regardless of whether they are related or not, and wolf packs in the wild are almost invariably a family unit, consisting of a pair of parents (the “alpha” male and female) and their puppies, both young and older. Biologists now know that aside from the two parents, everybody in the wolf pack is related. “To be alpha simply means to be a parent,” explains Bradshaw. And the interactions between family members, even though the wolf pack members display ritualized submission behaviors, are not nearly as violent or aggressive as the captive wolves who have to deal with strangers living with them. It’s not surprising, really. Humans act differently with family and strangers too.

Now you can see why believing the “dog as a wolf” myth is simply not a good foundation for understanding how to train a dog, because dogs are not wolves.



THE DOMINANCE / PACK THEORY MYTH

Following closely on the heels of the wolf myth is the dominance or pack theory myth. Although it’s true that free-ranging stray dogs still live in pack-like groups on the fringes of human society, the construct of a “pack” is less useful when talking about how a pet dog lives in a modern household. Stray dog packs form when humans don’t provide resources for dogs, such as housing and kibble. In our houses, humans hold all the resources, and so are naturally top-ranking, but proponents of the dominance theory insist that dog training must constantly show the dog who is in charge.

Dominance theory has been popularized online and especially in television shows showing quick fixes for troubled dogs when they are handled by a firm, dominant handler, the so-called “pack leader.” Often these dogs were choked with chains, physically kicked, poked or prodded, pinned down, and generally treated with violence in an effort to subdue their outrageous behaviors. These “corrections” are allegedly similar to the corrections a pack leader—a canine one—would give his subordinates.

However, there are problems with this method. A lot of problems. For one, most dogs do not have a strong tendency toward dominance. Let me repeat that: Dogs do not all naturally want to be in charge. What some people call “dominant behavior” is simply the natural exuberance of an untrained dog, such as wildly jumping up when greeting friends. Or it could be an aggressive reaction driven by fear or arousal. A dog doesn’t rudely run out the door on his way to a walk because he wants to dominate you. He does so because he wants to go on a walk! He just hasn’t learned how to wait politely yet.

Dominance or “pack” training spends a lot of time talking about rank. Dogs should rank lower that their human owners, the theory goes, and this training often advocates harsh corrections that cause the dog to suppress behaviors out of pain or fear of the handler. This type of training, while sometimes successful in maintaining discipline, fails to address the underlying psychology causing the issue. The dog may obey initially, but eventually, with a different handler or in a different situation, the old problems will crop up again. This is because nothing has been really fixed.

In addition, a dog constantly in fear of his person is not a happy dog. Controlling a dog through intimidation and the threat of violence is simply outdated. We humans have intellect and opposable thumbs. There is no need to make your dog fear you to get what you want. You don’t beat your kids. You take away their cell phones. Shifting this thinking to the dogs in our family makes sense and is a whole lot kinder than the old-school methods of dog training.

The whole idea that every behavior problem can be rectified by treating the dog as a subordinate pack member ignores the reality that each dog is an individual with a unique history. I once worked with a young dog, Tevas, who had been adopted by a group of contracted soldiers in Iraq. He was a yellow shepherd mix—the type of rangy street dog that can be found anywhere in the world. The men brought him into their compound off the street and cleaned him up, got him vaccinated, and eventually flew him home to live with one of the soldiers in Venice Beach. While Tevas was in Iraq, he was encouraged to guard the compound and fear anyone outside the gates, with good reason (the contractors were, unsurprisingly, not well liked by the locals). And when he got to his new home in America, Tevas continued this behavior, considering everyone who passed by the house a threat to his new family, and as a result, he’d bitten several friends of the owner when they’d opened the gate. No amount of pack or dominance-style training was going to fix this dog. He was large, strong, and terrified of strangers. And he was displaying ferocious aggression at a very young age—he was only eleven months old when I met him. The only way to address his issues was to rewire his brain and convince him that, despite his past, strangers were not all out to kill him or his family, and that he no longer needed to fear them.

Consider how our approach to parenting has changed. Many educated dog owners practice nonviolent parenting with their children, but then they’re happy to apply physical pain to their pets, often dozens of times on a single walk. Sadly, this is often the type of training offered to many owners. Dominance, force-based training controls dogs through intimidation and physical punishment. It can cause a lot of fear. It’s not clear why, when you look at this objectively, we would want to do this to our beloved pets, but I think it points to a lack of understanding. When frustrated, owners will look toward whatever tools they can find, whether those are accurate or not.

Most owners I’ve met are not comfortable applying the level of physical pain or discomfort necessary to their dog to effect change. So not only is dominance-based training outdated, it’s also often ineffective. As soon as the trainer leaves, the dog reverts back to difficult behavior. Or, if the owner is able to apply enough pressure, the dog fears his owner. This is what I call “dominance trauma,” and it’s the kind of behaviors dogs show when their owners have been too harsh—sometimes shying away when the owner goes to grab their collar, or in severe cases, turning on their owners aggressively when they are harshly corrected with a pinch or choke collar.

Rather than thinking about a pack with a controlling, all-dominant human at the apex, if we pivot to looking at dogs as social creatures with a desire to interact with others around them, we can begin to address deficits by providing safe, reliable, and attentive leadership. This is not to say that dogs, as companion animals, should run rampant in our homes. On the contrary, rules and structure help a dog feel secure. We want our dog to look to us for support. This is what it means to have a connected dog. A connected dog is a dog who, in times of stress, looks to his human for guidance. It is relationship-based training that helps dogs, especially ones from damaged backgrounds, heal.



DOGS AND THE NATURE OF ATTACHMENT

“Attachment theory” is a term used to describe the different ways in which humans bond with one another and their loved ones. Researchers theorize that our attachment types are the result of our early experiences with caregivers. In a nutshell, someone with a “secure” attachment is a person who is able to function well away from their partner or parent, who is comfortable with absences, and who is emotionally secure. An insecure attachment style is when a person displays anxiety or avoidance toward their partner or parent when distressed.

To a certain extent, this same theory holds true for dogs and their owners.

Securely attached dogs rely on their owners for cues about behavior when they are in distress. Insecurely attached dogs will display anxious or aggressive behaviors (“rev up”) when they are in distress, and are not easily comforted by their owners. Avoidant dogs will often seem very shy and withdraw, also not easily comforted by their owners. Being aware of the importance of attachment can help you understand how to react when your dog acts unpredictably.


Social Attachments

Dogs, as social animals, form deep attachments with both other dogs and humans. Learning to live in harmony with other dogs is often challenging for the modern dog, because their experiences with other dogs are largely artificial. Most modern dogs meet other dogs either on leashes or in dog parks. This is not the normal way dogs interact with each other. Dog parks are full of highly aroused young dogs who finally get to run after being pent-up all day. This level of arousal, along with a high concentration of dogs with poor social skills, leads to all kinds of nonsense. It’s like putting twenty toddlers together who don’t know each other and giving them a bouncy house and cake. Ever been to a three-year-old’s birthday party? There are lots of similarities between that and a dog park.

Leashed, dog-to-dog interactions are highly abnormal and fraught with conflict. A leash limits the dog’s normal greeting behaviors, which is to approach obliquely, at an angle, and evaluate the situation at hand, giving the other dog a wide berth. This allows each dog to size up the other and decide how best to handle the interaction, depending on body language. Modern city and suburban dogs, living among straight sidewalks and short leashes, can’t really do that. The result is that a lot of dogs form reactive behaviors when meeting and greeting other dogs. They are either so wound up and excited that their arousal level is off the charts, or terrified and defensive.

This is only made worse when a new puppy arrives in a typical suburban home. Dog owners are told not to walk their new puppies on the street for fear of contracting parvovirus or distemper. But many owners believe this means that the puppy cannot meet any other dogs until his shots are complete, usually around four months of age. The truth is that a puppy is fine to meet vaccinated, healthy dogs. But the persistent belief that your puppy might die if he walks on a street leads to a critical gap in socialization. Puppies need exposure to other dogs and puppies to develop correct greeting and play skills. By trying to protect their puppies from a deadly disease, owners are inadvertently setting their dogs up for a lifetime of poor social skills.



Hyper-Attachment and Over-Bonding

Some dogs show a type of unhealthy attachment that we call “hyper-attachment.” It’s an extreme form of insecure attachment where a dog can literally not function without his human. This type of behavior often rears its ugly head when a dog is rescued from an unsafe or highly stressful environment. Although this attachment is most common in rescue dogs, it also occurs in otherwise well-raised puppies who are never left alone. In this type of attachment, the dog will form a bond that makes separation from the owner incredibly stressful and even traumatic in itself.

The most dramatic example of hyper-attachment I have seen happened when I lived in Alaska. I was working as a travel writer in college and was assigned to report on a river recreation area. When I arrived, I noticed a collie mix wandering around the parking lot. I thought he belonged to some of the people also in the park, but after walking down to the river and back, the other cars had left and the collie was still there. He looked dazed and filthy. When I called out to him to see if he was friendly, he suddenly recognized that I was speaking to him. He came to me as if he were a traveler in a foreign land, and I was the only person alive who spoke his language. I gave him some water, and he jumped in my car. By the time I had driven to the local convenience store to buy him some dog food, he’d decided I was his person. He whined and barked when I left him in the car, brokenhearted. I took him back to the small cabin I’d rented, and fed him and washed him and named him River. He’d been abandoned for some time; the pads on his feet were cut and peeling off. I stayed for two days at that cabin, and he never left my side. When I finally had to go, the woman who owned the place agreed to keep him. She had a few dogs around to keep the bears away. I was heartbroken, but I was also nineteen, in college, with no way to get him home. She held his leash while I drove away, and I’ll never forget how that dog screamed for me. After forty-eight hours, River was mine. Forever. I wept as I drove away and I still think about him decades later. But realistically, that type of attachment would have been impossible to cope with given my age. How would I have left for classes in the morning? How could I keep my apartment with a screaming dog in it? It would have taken a lot of work to convince that dog that I was coming back to him every day.

I’ve seen that type of attachment again in my work, and the anxiety the dog feels is overwhelming, for both the dog and the owner. Insecure attachment can lead to separation anxiety and destructive behaviors as the dog tries to self-soothe. But with patience and work, the dog can learn to trust that the owner is coming back.

The modern dog is still the subject of a social construct that creates expectations for how dogs “should” act and how best to train them. Despite evidence to the contrary, dogs are being needlessly trained with harsh methods because of erroneous ideas of “pack” or “wolf.” But it’s time to change that. Like the shift in parenting toward nonviolence, we, too, can change the behavior of our beloved dogs with human ingenuity and knowledge. And that starts at their beginnings.








CHAPTER TWO Hard Beginnings

For most people getting a puppy or dog, the experience is one filled with anticipation and expectation. How disappointing for many when this experience, instead of being filled with joy and delight, is fraught with problems: weird behaviors, or dramatic outbursts of anxiety or aggression. Raising a puppy, whatever the background, is always a challenge. But add in the unknowns of a rescued puppy, and the stakes are raised. Adult dogs, whose history is often fragmented and mysterious, offer up their own issues. What once started as a joyous addition to the home can quickly become a source of frustration.

Today, our family dogs come into our lives in a myriad of ways, but often they arrive suddenly. Although owners do prepare for the arrival of a dog, sometimes how we get them is an impulse decision. As a result, our expectations of them must shift. Our training methods have to take into account that what we end up with may not be what we expected (remember Lassie). Although we have more information than ever on genetics, socialization, and the right way to raise up a puppy, this knowledge has yet to catch up with the dogs we are seeing in shelters and rescues. Fear and anxiety are more prevalent today because of indiscriminate breeding practices; yet our expectations that our dogs will conquer these genetic traits are high.

The result is that in order to get a happy, calm and confident companion, today’s dog owner needs better skills. You’re here to get just that.

In this chapter we’ll look at some of the issues arising from how dogs enter our families, and then how to welcome them if you’re just getting a dog. (Don’t worry. If your dog has been in your home and possibly eating it up for a while, this book is for you too!)


WANNA DOG?

The way we acquire pet dogs has drastically changed in the past thirty years. When I was young, there were only a few ways to get a dog: You could go to a breeder and pay for a purebred puppy. You could go to the pound. Or maybe someone you know had a litter of puppies. My grandmother found my childhood dog in a dumpster. These days, that puppy would be called a Schnoodle, but back then she was a mutt.

Nowadays, you can get a dog through dozens of ways. And you can get whatever you want, at almost any time you want. Rescue search engines sort by breed, sex, age, size, and fur length. Puppy portals allow you to order and pay for a puppy without ever even speaking to the person who bred that dog. And dog rescues are all over the place, with organizations focusing on size, breed, or even country of origin. In the U.S. there are rescues that bring in dogs used in the food industry in Asia, retired racing greyhounds from Mexico, or street dogs from war-torn countries like









BEHOLD THE DOODLE


[image: Two dogs, a large Bernese Mountain Dog and a small poodle, with the text Doodle’s Mom and Dad below them.]



NORMAL VERSUS MULTIPLE TRANSITIONS











KEEP YOUR WORLD SMALL




START WITH A CRATE




DON’T CHANGE DIETS NOW




GO TO THE VET
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