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To Nikki, much loved by dogs, horses and a Yorkshireman.




Prologue

‘Does my dog love me?’ is a very human question to ask – doesn’t everyone want to know that they’re loved? – but impossible to answer succinctly.

You could ask 20 people what love means and get 20 different responses. Philosophers, poets, playwrights and novelists have been wrestling with the nature of love for centuries, while pop musicians have been trying to get to the bottom of it for the best part of 75 years. Just think of all those famous hits: ‘I Want to Know What Love Is’, ‘Have You Ever Been in Love’, ‘Is This Love’, ‘What Is Love’. What chance do dogs have of fathoming it out?

Some more hopeful souls believe science might one day be able to tell us, categorically, if our dogs love us. As it is, research has shown that dogs are drawn to people pretending to cry, and that the relevant part of a dog’s brain responds more emphatically to human praise than to food. But maybe the most compelling evidence of doggy love comes from their urine (aah, the romance.)

When scientists analysed dog and human wee, they found that both species release oxytocin, the so-called ‘love hormone’, when they look at each other (the same thing happens in humans when they’re cradling babies and hugging). Remember that the next time your dog goes to the toilet on the living room floor – maybe he’s trying to tell you he loves you … Bless him.

The bottom line is, we don’t know for sure if dogs love their owners, because you can’t sit down with a dog and pour your heart out with a pot of tea and a plate of custard creams. And, let’s face it, that day will probably never come.

An easier question to answer is: do dogs feel emotions? If so, are they the same emotions as ours? Again, dogs can’t tell us what they feel, but certain emotions are easier to decipher than something as nebulous as love, which even the most intelligent humans find difficult to pin down.

Almost everything we know about dogs is based on what we can observe, whether by owners or by academics in places of learning. Put simply, people try to work out what’s going on in a dog’s head by how they’re acting, in much the same way as adult humans try to work out what’s going on in children’s heads before they’re able to verbally communicate their feelings.

Humans have a tendency to anthropomorphise animals – in other words, attribute human traits, emotions and intentions to them (Walt Disney has a lot to answer for!). Without meaning to sound harsh to dogs, sometimes we give them a little too much credit. Yes, dogs are smart compared to most animals, but they’re not people, in that their thinking simply isn’t as sophisticated. At least not in a human sense.

For example, people often get a dog when they’re grieving for someone and are feeling lonely, because they believe it will be a direct replacement. That’s putting a lot of pressure on that dog, because dogs don’t see the world quite like us. But in other ways, we don’t anthropomorphise dogs enough.

For years, dog trainers tended to say, ‘Humans are humans, dogs are dogs,’ and focused on the differences. Dare I say, there was perhaps a hint of ‘We’ve got these special magical powers that non-dog trainers couldn’t possibly understand.’ Sure, there are differences, but I’ve come to believe that there’s something like an 80 per cent overlap between basic human and dog behaviour. As the years pass, there’s more and more science behind that premise. As such, sometimes we could understand dogs a lot better if we spent more time comparing them to humans and asking the question, ‘Right, what would we be thinking in this situation?’ In other words, sometimes we get in trouble by over-anthropomorphising, and other times, the opposite.

* * *

If this is beginning to sound like a bit of a cop-out (‘I bought a book called Does My Dog Love Me? and he tells us on page one he’s not going to answer it’), let me explain: in this book I’ve set out to tackle this and many other tricky dog questions that, experience has taught me, owners want to know. The truth is that for most of them, there simply isn’t a black-and-white yes/no answer. It takes a book to answer them. But this isn’t just a book about doggy emotions, it’s also a book about how dogs perceive and navigate the world, what makes them tick, why they do what they do, and how much they understand us. Or don’t, as the case may be.

In the following pages, I’ll use all my experience as a dog trainer, a job I’ve been doing for 15 years and counting, taking in more than 5,000 dogs and quite a few series of my TV show Dogs Behaving (Very) Badly, to help you fix problems, bring you and your dog even closer and make everyone involved, man and dog, happier. Any dog, any age, any problem – that’s my motto.

As well as a stack of personal stories, from the sublime to the ridiculous and everything in between, I’ll delve into research by some of the world’s finest canine scientists and behaviourists. You’ll be amazed by some of the things they’ve uncovered. To be completely honest, so was I!

Anyway, back to love. Recently, I went to see a guy who had a two-year-old Labrador called Larry. This guy was really quite upset, despite Larry’s problems seeming fairly standard, such as getting distracted by things in the park and pulling on the lead.

Most of the problems occurred outside, so off we went for a walk on Wimbledon Common. Sure enough, after about an hour Larry spotted some squirrels and started pulling. But even after we’d fixed that problem, which didn’t take long, the owner still seemed quite perturbed.

When I asked what was wrong, he told me that Larry also had a problem with recall. And when we started chucking a ball about, I realised that the one thing Larry loved more than a ball was people. So while he did bring the ball back to his owner occasionally, he’d often barrel across the Common to get strangers to throw it for him – ‘You throw my ball! Now you throw my ball!’

This wasn’t a difficult fix either, because a Labrador and food are a match made in heaven. All the owner had to do was rustle a bag of treats and Larry would come back lively. But whenever he did so, the owner would get emotional. Now, I’m used to seeing people happy and excited when something starts to work, or disappointed if it doesn’t – I see a whole spectrum of emotions on a daily basis in my work – but this was unusual and unexpected. This was tears-welling-up, lump-in-the-throat emotion. When I asked if he was okay, he replied, ‘Yeah, all I ever wanted was for him to love me.’

That’s when the penny dropped: the owner thought Larry wanting to play with other people meant he didn’t love him, or didn’t think he was enough. That’s a common feeling among dog owners, and ties in with what I was saying about love being a nebulous, and very human, concept.

Still, people feel love from their dogs in many different ways. Others, being more pragmatic, might not feel love at all. They accept that their dog needs them, rather than loves them, while not loving their dog any less because of it. But – and here’s the crux – does it really matter if our dogs love us or not? Does it really matter if our dogs view our co-habitation as a marriage of convenience? Surely all that matters is that we love them? For the record, I don’t need any scientific evidence, I have blind faith that my dogs love me. And I know I love them. What else matters, really?

As for you, dear reader, by the end of this book, hopefully you’ll understand your dog better, which will make the bond between you even stronger. And maybe you’ll be closer to knowing whether your dog loves you or not. Like dogs, we’re all individuals. And if you do choose to believe, who am I to judge?




CHAPTER 1

How Human Are Dogs?

Dogs were the first animals to be domesticated by humans, that much we know. I’ll return to how they came to be domesticated later in the book, but we know they were around at the time of the first human settlements in the Mediterranean, around 11,000 years ago, because their remains have been found buried alongside their human masters, and there are even earlier examples that have been found elsewhere. (Modern cats are relative Johnny-come-latelies, incidentally, having arrived on the scene about 7,000 years later.)

As such, dogs, like no other species, have evolved to fit in with human society. They guard us, help us hunt, sit on our laps, sleep in our beds and lick our faces when we’re feeling a bit down in the dumps. But here’s the weird thing: while generations of humans claimed to know what their dogs were thinking, they were really just guessing.

Only in recent years, with the rise of canine cognitive science as a serious discipline, have scientists turned to more sophisticated methods and delved deeper into dogs’ behaviour. As a result, we’re beginning to understand exactly what’s going on between a dog’s ears and how like us they really are.

A 2017 study by Princeton University found that hyper-social dogs carry variants of certain genes – the same variants that can be seen in humans who have a rare genetic disorder called Williams-Beuren syndrome, a key feature of which is hyper-sociality. The researchers speculated that the more time wolves (or proto-dogs) spent with humans, the more those genes related to sociality were boosted. If that really is what happened, we can reasonably say, at least in this respect, dogs are evolving to become more like humans.

While dog brains are smaller than human brains, they are strikingly similar in terms of structure, which suggests they work along the same lines. For example, dogs have a hippocampus, because they need to remember things, and they have an amygdala, because they get aroused, excited and scared.

Dr Gregory Berns of Emory University in Atlanta has trained dozens of dogs to voluntarily walk into a functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) scanner, place their heads on a chin rest and lay down, stock-still, for 15 to 20 minutes while their brains are being scanned (if the dogs were restrained or sedated, their brains would behave differently). I take my hat off to the trainers who achieved this. Dr Berns’s research has shown that areas of the human brain that are active when experiencing certain emotions are also active in canine brains, which may suggest that dogs experience similar emotions to us. That’s pretty astonishing stuff, I’m sure you’ll agree.

So while dogs aren’t going to be running the country any time soon (more’s the pity, some would argue), they’re a lot more ‘human’ than you might have thought.

Do dogs get lonely?

When I was filming Dogs Behaving (Very) Badly Australia in 2023, Covid lockdowns were almost a taboo subject, probably because Australia had some of the strictest lockdown rules in the world. I’d say to owners, ‘I think your dog’s issues are partly due to lockdown,’ and they’d reply, ‘Do we have to talk about that? We want to forget all about it …’

But the honest truth is, we already had a generation of dogs purchased during Covid that were a bit unhinged, because of a lack of socialisation (according to the Pet Food Manufacturers’ Association, 3.2 million UK households acquired a new pet in the first year of the pandemic, many of them dogs). Then when Covid abated, owners returned to work – unless you were one of the lucky ones allowed to carry on working from home – so now you had poorly socialised dogs who were being left on their own, probably thinking, ‘My owners haven’t been out of my sight for months on end, and now they’re nowhere to be seen for hours on end.’ No wonder they were confused.

Suddenly, I was hearing a lot of stories about dogs barking, crying and howling the house down, hiding in strange places, and chewing through doors and sofas. And those are all classic signs of separation anxiety.

Sometimes, what appears to be separation anxiety – otherwise known as monophobia, or fear of being alone – isn’t that at all. Dogs can cause damage because they’re bored, or they’ll bark at passersby because they’re nervous. Or maybe they’re just acting up as you leave, but as soon as you get in the car and go, they calm down and go back to bed until you get home.

Actual separation anxiety can be very distressing, for everyone involved. One lady sent me a phone video of her beagle, who was barking, howling and crying for hours, often while sitting on the sofa, looking out of the window. He was also scratching at every potential exit: the poor dog was literally trying to find a way out and bring his owner back.

This lady with the beagle had tried all sorts of things to calm her dog down, including leaving treats and sticking on some classical music. That was a nice idea, but Rachmaninoff’s Piano Concerto No. 2, lovely as it is, was unlikely to be enough to fix separation anxiety, because the dog was still on his own.

Part of the solution can sometimes be giving your dog less room. If your dog has the whole house to themselves, that’s just space to zoom around in and wind themselves up. But if you create a small, cosy area at the back of the house, where it’s quieter, your dog will hopefully see it as a den, a little pocket of tranquillity and safety. You could also leave something in the den to occupy their brain, such as a puzzle or a rubber toy with some treats inside.

Ironically, for other dogs, the feeling of being cooped up can be at the root of the problem. Rescue dogs in particular often rage against being held captive in a crate – no doubt it brings back bad memories – and will go to extraordinary lengths to escape. For them, giving them a free run of a room or two can make all the difference.

Unfortunately, it’s not always as simple as working out how much space your dog needs, and fixing separation anxiety can take a lot of time and patience. I’d noticed from the beagle’s phone video footage that he wasn’t creating noise all the time; he’d stop occasionally, which was him listening. So I told his owner to pop out of the front door and pop back in just a few seconds later, but only in one of those short gaps when the dog had stopped creating (otherwise, the dog would think that he was responsible for bringing her back … by barking!). During that short gap, the owner needed to get the treats and praise in, using a very calm voice, like you’d use to get a baby off to sleep, or if you were a radio DJ on a graveyard shift.

Over the next few days and possibly weeks, the lady needed to extend the amount of time between leaving and coming back, always matching her return with her dog’s quiet moments. Eventually, the dog would make the connection between being quiet and her coming back, armed with tasty treats and lots of praise. And hopefully, it would reach the stage where the lady could be out of the house for a few hours without worrying about the neighbours. Or her dog worrying too, importantly.

A quick word on praise while we’re on the subject. Praise is great, but you can overdo it. Think of the boss or old teacher who praised everything you did – chances are, it ended up meaning nothing, because it was so easily earned. But you might also have had a boss or teacher who only praised you every now and again, and when it came, it really meant something. It’s the same with dogs. It’s good to start out with lots of praise, so that they know they’re on the right track, but slowly wean them off it. If you’re always telling them what a good boy/girl they are, it will end up meaning nothing – but if you say it sparingly, they’ll know they’ve done something really good when you do praise them.

A lady once called me to say she’d just rehomed a dog which was showing worrying signs of separation anxiety. She’d taken the first week off work, but on her second day back, she’d returned home at lunchtime to find her dog had eaten through a plasterboard wall, exposing wiring and plumbing.

When I visited this lady and her dog, it was immediately obvious that it was a classic case of separation anxiety, because the wall he’d eaten through was right next to the front door, through which he’d seen his owner leave.

The owner was at the end of her tether. She’d already used up all her holiday, and when she’d tried putting her dog in a crate, he’d broken out. Incredibly, he’d managed to bend the metal bars, making his paws bleed.

The lady explained that the dog was a rescue and that his previous foster carers had other dogs, which meant he was never on his own and, as a result, never anxious. On top of that, the foster carers had told the lady they’d gladly have the dog back permanently (to a home with many dogs where he’d never shown signs of separation anxiety) if it didn’t work out with her. When she told me that, I said, ‘I could give you loads of advice on how to deal with separation anxiety, but there are no quick fixes. And the longer you’re together, the harder the bond is going to be to break. Actually, I think the perfect solution is staring us both in the face. There’s another dog for you, there’s another home for this dog, and you’ll both be a lot happier if you go your separate ways.’

As an aside, separation anxiety is a good example of ingrained personality traits. I’ve seen webcam footage of two dogs in a house where one is going bananas and the other one is lying down, looking totally relaxed and looking at his mate as if to say, ‘What the hell is his problem?’ That said, if you already have a dog with separation anxiety, my advice is not to get another one in the hope it will solve the situation. You might get lucky, but you might not. In the worst-case scenario, you’ll end up with two dogs with separation anxiety, because the new one will learn that behaviour from your old one.

* * *

Thankfully, I’m hearing about fewer Covid-related separation anxiety cases recently, and one reason for that is the proliferation of doggy daycare facilities and dogwalkers, which have popped up all over the country to offset the sudden absence of owners (go back a couple of decades and professional dogwalkers were almost unheard of).

I’m a big fan of doggy daycare, because it’s a great way of teaching dogs how to interact harmoniously with other dogs – although I don’t recommend sending your dog along if he’s out of control and wants to do damage to other dogs. Daycare staff aren’t trainers, so they won’t thank you for that!

There’s also been an explosion in the number of secure dog fields, which will charge you a modest amount to let your dog run around for an hour. They’re a very simple idea but very handy, because most parks aren’t dog-proofed, so there’s always the worry your dog might leg it and end up on a dual carriageway.

They’re especially useful if you’ve got a dog whose recall is poor or non-existent, or one who’s what’s known as ‘reactive’ because they overreact to certain stimuli, for example by growling, barking or lunging. A reactive dog is not to be confused with an aggressive dog, although it’s sometimes difficult for strangers to tell.

At the high-tech end, a lot of people nowadays have webcams, and gadgetry like that can be brilliant. I’ve met people who talk to their dogs while they’re in the office, and even release treats for them. But tech can also make things worse if it’s not used properly.

I’ve seen cases where owners thought they had a bit of a problem with their dog showing signs of anxiety when they left the house, so they rigged up a webcam, watched for a few days and convinced themselves it was a massive problem. Consequently, every time they left the house to go to work, they looked and sounded anxious themselves– ‘Don’t worry! Don’t worry! I’ll be back later!’ – as if they were going off to war. Dogs pick up on that, and it can become a vicious circle, with the dog understandably going from perturbed to outright scared.

If you can talk to your dog remotely, think about your timing. If you can see they’re anxious, it’s only natural that you’ll press the button and say, ‘Good girl, everything’s going to be all right,’ in your soppiest possible voice. The problem with that approach is the dog will be thinking, ‘I’m barking and crying, and you’re telling me I’m a good girl. Plus, you sound stressed out too. OK, I’ll carry on doing it …’ Then there are the dogs who simply get spooked out by the ghostly sound of their owner’s voice and lose the plot completely. Let’s face it, you can’t really blame them!

We’re sending signals out and so precise timing is key. If you fancy giving a bit of kit like this a try, it’s much better to wait for a moment when they settle down, then gently and calmly praise them for that instead. Whatever we reward – and praise is a great way to reward a dog – we encourage.

I should stress that there’s nothing necessarily wrong with leaving your dog at home alone for three or four hours, because it won’t bother some dogs in the slightest. In fact, most dogs will take themselves off to bed as soon as you’ve walked out the door, pleased that they’ve got some peace and quiet. I happily leave mine for four hours at a time. There is no magic number, it’s just common sense, because one dog’s five minutes alone can feel like another dog’s five hours.

Do dogs cry?

Sometimes I’m asked, ‘Is a dog’s crying the same as a human’s crying?’ Depending on the situation, I think it can be. The other day, my better half took two of our dogs to the vet, after we’d all been out for a walk together. I went into the house with Jonny, who is about seven different breeds in one. I’d never seen him on his own, because we usually only take one dog to the vets at a time, and it didn’t go down very well.

While I was upstairs making a few calls, he was downstairs whining and crying, and it’s not as if I could say to him, ‘Mate, you saw them go off in the Land Rover with Mum, they’ll be back in a bit.’ But what struck me most was that he was making a sound I’d not heard him make before, a very human kind of whining, and he even broke into a little bit of a howl at one point (not quite so human, admittedly!).

I wished I could say to him, ‘Tell you what, come here and I’ll give you a treat if you’re quiet,’ but he wasn’t interested in food anyway – even if I did get my timing right. I rather fancy he was thinking, ‘How can I eat? I’ve come back in the house and the other two aren’t here. This has never happened!’ He calmed down eventually, bless him. (Perhaps because I was calm. At least that’s what I’d like to think.)

Remarkably, a 2022 study by scientists from Azabu University in Japan suggested that a dog’s eyes may well up with tears of happiness when they’re reunited with their owner after a period apart. And the scientists speculated that those tears might have evolved to strengthen the dog–human bond.

We already knew that dogs have tear ducts to keep their eyes clean and healthy, but tears in dogs had never before been linked with emotion.

The lead scientist decided to launch the study after noticing that one of his dogs shed tears when she was nursing. Naturally, he wondered if his dog was overcome with happiness by the arrival of a litter of new puppies.

The experiment involved measuring the volume of tears shed by 18 dogs (they’ve got a special test for that) for a minute before and after they were reunited with their owners following five to seven hours of separation. Intriguingly, the quantity of tears shed went up by 10 per cent after they were reunited. However, tear volume didn’t increase when they did the same experiment with dogs and people with whom they were just familiar.

The scientists suspected that oxytocin (often known as the ‘love hormone’ or ‘maternal hormone’ in humans) was at least partly responsible for producing the tears, so applied a solution containing oxytocin to the surface of another group of dogs’ eyes. Hey presto, the volume of tears went up significantly.

As far as I’m aware, no research has been done on whether dogs shed tears in response to negative emotions, as humans do. We also don’t know if tears play a role in inter-dog interactions. If it was found that they didn’t, it would increase the possibility that dogs’ emotional tear shedding evolved alongside domestication, in the same way as moveable eyebrows.

A 2019 Duke University study showed that dogs move their eyebrows far more often and with higher intensity than wolves do, with scientists hypothesising that dogs with expressive eyebrows, which produced ‘puppy-dog eyes’, triggered a nurturing response in humans. And the Japanese scientists thought it possible that a dog’s teary eyes would do much the same. To test this theory, they showed 74 people pictures of dogs’ faces with and without tears in them, and – surprise, surprise – it was the teary-eyed dogs that got the more positive responses.

Do dogs remember?

When dogs have a bit of a to-do, they don’t hold a grudge. One minute, they’ll be screaming at each other over a bone, the next they’ll be curled up together on the same bed. Humans, in contrast, hold on to feelings, to the extent that one small, seemingly irrelevant spat can lead to two people never speaking to each other again for years. If ever. The world would be a better place if we were more like dogs in that respect.

Dogs do remember, just not in the same way as humans. So while your dog will hopefully remember hand signals and commands they were first taught at puppy training, and they might be able to lead you home from the train station, they’re unlikely to remember the first time you met. Or even the last time.

A 2014 Swedish study suggested that dogs forget events within two minutes (which was actually a lot better than chimpanzees, human’s closest living animal relative). That kind of memory of specific events is ‘episodic’, which is how you or I remember where we parked the car before shopping. Instead, dogs, like lots of other animals, have ‘associative’ memories, which means they store important information that will help them survive, like where to find food, or ‘This is where someone stuck a needle in me …’ – what you might call a bad memory.

But just because your dog can’t remember the last time you were together – even though you only just popped out to the shop – that doesn’t mean they don’t remember who you are, which is why when you come back from the shop, they’ll know you’re not a stranger and carry on dozing. I’m also convinced that dogs can recognise people they haven’t seen for years, although the memory may be more connected to sight and smell: ‘Aaah, this person smells familiar …’

It’s tricky to study how long dogs remember people for, because that would involve separating them from their owners for long periods – how do you arrange that as part of an ethical academic experiment? – but there’s piles of anecdotal evidence.

There’s even a story in Homer’s Odyssey, which is almost 3,000 years old: when Odysseus returns to his native land, after years of war and roaming, the first to recognise him is his dog Argos. Poor old Argos is just about strong enough to wag his tail but can’t get up to greet his master, and Odysseus has to blank him, because he’s in disguise. A tear rolls down Odysseus’ cheek as he passes by, and Argos promptly dies. That’s not the cheeriest tale (although it gets a lot worse), but it shows that humans have recognised dog memory for a long time.

Not so long ago, I read about a couple of beagles who were stolen from their owner in South Wales and found three years later in Berkshire, 200 miles away. When the happy chap picked his old mates up, they apparently went nuts, even though they were knocking on ten years old. I also read about a dog who ran away from her home in Texas, after being spooked by fireworks, and was found seven years later in Florida, 1,100 miles away. This poor dog could barely walk, but ‘came to life at her owner’s voice, licked his hand again and again, and inched her body as close as she could to him’. We don’t know how that dog remembered who her owner was, but it was clear that she did, which is really quite lovely.

People are always saying to me, ‘My dog was attacked by a crazed Mongolian ferret terrierfn1’ – or some other breed – ‘and it’s been scared of that particular breed ever since.’ Is it possible that a dog could have an issue with a particular breed? I’ve heard so many instances that I’m inclined to believe it, but only by association. Your dog is thinking, ‘A dog that shape and size once hurt me/scared me.’ That’s subtly different to a human making a value judgement: ‘Mongolian ferret terriers are bad dogs.’ However, let’s say your dog was nipped by a Border collie: it might just be coincidence that you’ve got a nervous dog and it’s the fact Border collies run around at a thousand miles an hour that puts him on edge, not the fact that a Border collie once had a go at him.

Thankfully, you can change a dog’s associative memory, which is where my training comes in. But you have to keep in mind something called ‘temporal contiguity’, which is the idea that for dogs to make an association, a behaviour and a stimulus must happen at the same time. Bear with me here because this is way easier to understand than that may sound. Here’s an example: ‘I bark and they give me treats, so I associate barking with treats.’ It’s not what their human had
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Do dogs get depressed?
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