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DEAR DOG LOVER


[image: ]


After writing 35+ pet behavior, vet care and training books, preserving “the bond” remains paws-down the most important goal of my career. 

Preserving the pet-owner bond is why I wrote my quick-tips guide series. The dog behavior advice is easy to do and will help your “pet love” grow as your family grows. 

You can find lots more free dog-centric advice on my Bling, Bitches & Blood Blog at AmyShojai.com. You can also subscribe to the free Pet Peeves newsletter and my ASK AMY YouTube. Stay tuned for some upcoming care and behavior webinars! Find my books here.

I love hearing what kind of furry info-tainment readers love best—yes, I do answer email! Please write me at amy@shojai.com. Or find me on Twitter (@amyshojai) as well as on Facebook. And now—read on for paw-some dog-centric boredom busters and enrichment tips for your dog’s health and happiness. 

Wags,
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CHAPTER 1: DOG ENRICHMENT
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WHAT DOES IT MEAN?

For those of us who adore dogs—and who doesn’t?—ensuring they stay healthy and happy is job one. But how do we do that? Certainly, a veterinarian figures prominently in the equation.

But the vet doesn’t live with your pup. You are responsible for day-to-day canine care, and today we know this goes beyond filling the food bowl or outdoor bathroom breaks. One of the hottest trends in dog care today references “enrichment.” But just what does that mean?

Is it play with specialized toys? Is it attention, or high-dollar trick training classes, or motorized feeding gadgets? Yes and no—and it depends on your dog. Yes, that’s a bit vague, but it really does come down to the individual dog’s needs.

According to multiple studies, enrichment can reduce stress-related, repetitive behaviors, reduce anxiety, and offer therapeutic benefits (without drugs) to animal companions. That helps prevent problem behaviors like aggression, excessive chewing and barking, or destructive behaviors that can cause dogs to lose their homes, or their lives. Enrichment improves your relationship with your dog, reduces stress in you both, and gives King the mental and physical stimulation that keeps him happy and healthy. 

Enrichment addresses not just WHAT the dog requires, but HOW to provide for these needs. Just as high-dollar food does no good if the pooch snubs the bowl, enrichment only works when these changes satisfy and engage the dog’s desires. To understand how presentation impacts canine health, it’s important to look at things from the animal’s perspective.
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WHAT DO DOGS WANT?
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Before we get into the nuts and bolts of dog-centric enrichment, it's important to put ourselves in the pups paws. What does the dog want? What does the dog need? Sometimes it can help to get down on all fours quite literally and examine your home from the dog’s-eye-level. 

Once we figure out what the dog wants and needs, we can delve deeper. Enrichment positively impacts our dogs on several levels. You’ll recognize some cross-over between these types of enrichment. They work together to improve and maintain canine emotional and physical health, and the dog’s relationship with others, including you!

	Social enrichment

	Nutritional enrichment

	Occupational enrichment

	Physical enrichment

	Cognitive enrichment

	Environmental enrichment


In the same way, canine wants and needs overlap. They can be defined in just a few broad categories. 

	companionship

	food

	care & shelter

	territory

	safety (freedom from fear)


How we provide for each of these depends on the individual dog. Still, some generalities apply to most canine companions.

[image: image]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

COMPANIONSHIP
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•  Humans

•  Other Pets



Companionship deeply impacts what the dog wants and needs. Dogs clearly express affection and love toward other dogs, people, and other creatures they consider family. My dog Shadow seems to adore his Karma-Kat companion. But we can’t know if animals love the same way we love them. They certainly don’t express affection like humans. 

Dogs evolved as social creatures, thriving in family groups. Wolf ancestors hunted and lived together in family units, sharing responsibilities for caring for and rearing offspring. While dogs are NOT wolves, they continue to thrive in family groups. Although singleton dogs may do well, those raised and socialized appropriately appreciate and welcome humans and other creatures as part of their family, and bond closely with us. They display acceptance and affection with mutual play, sharing resources, soliciting and giving attention, and sleeping near each other or snuggled close together. 

Companion dogs can bond very closely with each other. You may see these relationships in shelters, with bonded littermates that pine for each other if not adopted together. 

Bonded dogs aren’t restricted to littermates. At 12 weeks old, somebody dumped Shadow at our front gate. Our three-year-old Bravo-Dawg immediately adopted him, and they stayed inseparable until nine months later, we lost Bravo to bone cancer. Both Shadow and Karma mourned his loss, as did we.

Oftentimes, we’re not aware of the depth of a canine relationship. Some dogs wiggle and wag, wearing their hearts on their furry sleeves for all to see. Others show their affection and interactions more subtly, sometimes in ways difficult for humans to perceive. Sharing the same room, watching your every move, resting a furry chin on your shoe may be your dog’s equivalent of a declaration of adoration. 

It's important to understand how dogs express love and affection and to reciprocate, but on the dog's terms. Dogs are not primates, like us, and may not appreciate touchy-feely hugs. Yes, they can learn to tolerate them, especially from those they trust, but how much better to enjoy our companionship and accept our love and affection when we understand their terms. That’s where social enrichment comes in.
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FOOD
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	“I’m hungry!”

	Hunting & Foraging Fun

	Filling the Bowl

	Glutton vs. Finicky


Food brings on the wags in dogs. Whether you have a glutton who scarfs up anything that doesn’t outrun him—Labs and Beagles anyone?—or a finicky Toy breed dog who demands special yummies, nutrition means life-or-death for dogs. Feeding goes beyond filling the bowl, though. Offering food appropriately can provide an incredible emotional benefit to dogs that goes beyond satisfying tummy hunger. Nutritional enrichment offers a powerful way to keep dogs physically and emotionally engaged, to counter the same-old-same-old boring routine.

Dogs evolved as hunters, and most continue to use these instinctual skills in their day-to-day lives. We’ve sequestered them inside our homes, controlled what and how they eat, and many have become couch potatoes. Some dogs only exercise by hopping off the sofa to reach the food dish, and back again. What a missed opportunity! Mealtime can enhance their bond with you, with each other, and with their environment. In other words, create a more natural way to feed dogs. 

Many dogs already find supplemental feeding on their own. Shortly after he arrived, Shadow-Pup caught and ate (yikes!) a baby bird, and since then regularly hunts for and catches rodents that sneak into our fenced back yard. No, I don’t recommend wild game foraging, but many dogs enjoy or even prefer hunting for their food. That doesn’t mean you must offer squirrel entrees.

Today, puzzle toys and foraging techniques offer great ways to feed dogs. That helps them become healthier both physically and emotionally. Trainers often use food incentives to associate positive benefits with good behavior, too. And for portly pooches who have put on too much “table muscle” and tend toward obesity, these meal feeding techniques accomplishes multiple positive results.
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