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“EXCELLENT …
Warm and informative, The Other End of the Leash teaches us to bridge some differences and to honor others.”

—Dog Fancy




“McConnell explores dog-human communication with down-to-earth science and entertaining anecdotes.… Whether you have a dog with a behaviorial problem or you just like dog stories, this book is a milestone in the field and a great read.”

—Atlanta Journal-Constitution




“Patricia McConnell understands the behavior of dogs and their owners as Jane Goodall understands chimpanzees.… Well written, insightful, and often moving … A must-read for everyone who holds one end of a leash.”

—CHARLES T. SNOWDON, PH.D.
Former President, Animal Behavior Society




“McConnell’s book offers unique insights into canine logic. Even humans—and this is her greatest achievement—start to make some sense here.”

—Savannah News




“What you don’t know about your dog could fill a book. It’s called The Other End of the Leash.”

—Colorado Daily (Boulder)




“A blend of wisdom and passion exudes throughout this book.… A wonderful book for those of us who train and even greater for those who love dogs.”

—PIA SILVANI
Director of Pet Training and Behavior Counseling St. Hubert’s Animal Welfare Center




“ABSORBING …
This is a finely observed approach to better living with dogs.”

—Isthmus Books Quarterly (Madison, WI)




“In this highly readable book, Patricia McConnell provides readers with a new set of techniques for communicating with and understanding their dogs.… This is a ‘must-read’ for all people who share their lives with a dog.”

—STANLEY COREN, PH.D.
Author of How to Speak Dog and Why We Love the Dogs We Do




“The only problem with this book is that once you pick it up, you’ll find it’s impossible to put down.”

—WAYNE HUNTHAUSEN, DVM
Director of Animal Behavior Consultations Coauthor of The Handbook of Behavior Problems of the Dog and Cat




“Patricia McConnell has written the You Just Don’t Understand of the human-canine relation.… This humorous, well-written book tells us what to do and what to avoid based on years of studying dogs and their primate owners.”

—FRANS DE WAAL, PH.D.
Author of The Ape and the Sushi Master




“Sound advice … [A] thoughtful exposition on improving human-canine communications … This is a helpful guide for pet owners by a specialist who clearly loves her work.”

—Publishers Weekly
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INTRODUCTION

It was twilight, so it was hard to tell exactly what the two dark lumps on the road were. Cruising at seventy miles an hour on the interstate, tucked between a station wagon and a semi, I was contentedly driving home from a herding dog trial. But as the black shapes got closer, my state of serenity shifted. They were dogs. Live dogs, at least for the moment. Straight out of a Walt Disney movie, an old Golden Retriever and an adolescent Heeler mix were trotting in and out of the highway, oblivious to the danger. Years ago I had watched a dog hit head-on by a car, and I’d give a lot to get the image out of my mind. It seemed inevitable that it was going to happen again.

I pulled off the road and parked behind another truck. Friends from the trial who were driving ahead of me had also seen the dogs. We exchanged terrified looks and ran back toward the dogs on our bank of the stream of traffic, the dogs across the lanes as if across a flooding river. They looked friendly, used to people, perhaps even happy to see something with legs instead of tires. Traffic was moving fast across all four lanes. Visibility was poor. The traffic noise was deafening; there was no way the dogs could have heard us speak to them. At just the wrong time, the dogs started ambling across the road to us. We threw out our arms like traffic cops and lunged forward to stop them. They stopped, a second before a Miller Beer truck would have hit them. For a moment we stood there frozen, terrified. The responsibility of doing just the right thing, of somehow interfering in a way that would save their lives rather than ensure their deaths weighed like a stone in our bellies.

We “called” to them at a break in the traffic, bending over in a play bow and turning our bodies away to encourage them to come to us. Then we would turn and stop them like traffic cops when the cars in the next lane loomed over the hill, coming so fast, I was sure they’d be killed. This silent dance of life and death continued, our bodies turning back and forth, our only means of communicating through the noise of the traffic. It all seemed to happen at the speed of light, the dogs oblivious to the danger, moving forward toward us, then stopping, then backing up as we moved our own bodies to thread them through the traffic.

But that, plus a lot of good luck, was enough. Just by shifting forward with our arms out, we could stop the dogs, and by shifting backward and turning away, we could get them to move toward us. No leash, no collars, no control but the effect of our bodies, communicating “come” and “stop” with the turn of a torso. I still don’t understand how they made it. But they did. I will forever be grateful for the responsiveness of a dog to the right visual signals.

All dogs are brilliant at perceiving the slightest movement that we make, and they assume that each tiny motion has meaning. So do we humans, if you think about it. Remember that minuscule turn of the head that caught your attention when you were dating? Think about how little someone’s lips have to move to change a sweet smile into a smirk. How far does an eyebrow have to rise to change the message we read from the face it’s on—a tenth of an inch?

You’d think that we would automatically generalize this common knowledge to our interactions with our dogs. But we don’t. We are often oblivious to how we’re moving around our dogs. It seems to be very human not to know what we’re doing with our body, unconscious of where our hands are or that we just tilted our head. We radiate random signals like some crazed semaphore flag, while our dogs watch in confusion, their eyes rolling around in circles like cartoon dogs.

These visual signals, like all the rest of our actions, have a profound influence on what our dogs do. Who dogs are and how they behave are partly defined by who we humans are and how we ourselves behave. Domestic dogs, by definition, share their lives with another species: us. And so this is a book for dog lovers, but it’s not only a book about dogs. It’s also a book about people. It’s a book about how we’re the same as our dogs and how we’re different from them.

Our species shares so much with dogs. If you look across the vast range of all animal life, from beetles to bears, humans and dogs are more alike than we are different. Like dogs, we make milk for our young and raise them in a pack. Our babies have lots to learn while growing up; we hunt cooperatively; we play silly games even as adults; we snore; we scratch and blink and yawn on sunny afternoons. Look at what Pam Brown, a New Zealand poet, had to say about people and dogs in the book Bond for Life:


Humankind is drawn to dogs because they are so like ourselves—bumbling, affectionate, confused, easily disappointed, eager to be amused, grateful for kindness and the least attention.



These similarities allow the members of two different species to live together intimately, sharing food, recreation, and even bearing young together.1 Lots of animals live closely linked to others, but our level of connection with dogs is profound. Most of us exercise with our dogs, play with our dogs, eat at the same time as our dogs (and sometimes the same food), and sleep with our dogs. Some of us still depend on our dogs for our work. Sheep ranchers in Wyoming and dairy farmers in Wisconsin need their dogs as much as or more than they do machinery or high-tech feeding systems. We know that dogs enrich the lives of many of us, providing comfort and joy to millions around the world. Studies even show that they decrease the probability of a second heart attack. We don’t put up with shedding and barking and carrying pooper-scoopers on walks for nothing.

And look what we’ve done for dogs. Canis lupus familiaris, the domestic dog, is now one of the most successful mammals on earth, thanks to hitching his star to ours. It’s been estimated that there are about four hundred million dogs in the world. Many American dogs are eating organic food, going to canine chiropractors and doggy day-care centers, and chewing on millions of dollars a year in toys. Now that’s a successful species.

But we also have our differences. We humans don’t relish rolling in cow pies. Nor do we, for the most part, eat the placentas of our newborns. We don’t greet one another, thank heaven, by sniffing one another’s rumps. While dogs live in a world of scents, we think of ourselves as chemically illiterate. Partly because of those differences, humans and dogs often mis-communicate, and the consequences range from mildly irritating to life-threatening. Some of this miscommunication stems from an owner’s not understanding dog behavior and how animals learn, and I encourage all dog lovers to read lots of good books about dog training. Training dogs turns out not to be intuitively obvious, and the more you learn, the easier and more fun it will be.

Some of this miscommunication, though, results not just from ignorance about how to train a dog but from fundamental differences between the behavior of two species. After all, dogs aren’t the only animal in the relationship. We humans at the other end of the leash are animals, too, with our own biological baggage of behavior that came along on our evolutionary train ride. We don’t come to dog training as blank slates, any more than dogs do. Dogs and dog lovers alike have been shaped by our separate evolutionary backgrounds, and what each of us bring to the relationship starts with the heritage of our natural history. Although our similarities create a bond that’s remarkable, we are each speaking our own native “language,” and a lot gets lost in the translation.

Dogs are canids, the taxonomic family that includes wolves, foxes, and coyotes. Genetically dogs are wolves, pure and simple. Wolves and dogs share so much of their DNA that they are almost impossible to distinguish genetically. Wolves and dogs interbreed freely, and their offspring are just as fertile as their parents.2 By studying wolf behavior, we learned what it means when our dogs flatten their ears or lick our faces. Wolves and dogs communicate to members of their pack with the same set of postures that convey submission, confidence, or threat. If you saw either a wolf or a dog standing still and erect, growling deeply, and looking directly into your eyes, you’d correctly conclude that the same message was being sent from each of them. So dogs, in one sense, are wolves, and there’s much to learn about a dog by studying a wolf and its pack.

But in another sense, a very important one, dogs aren’t wolves at all. Domestic dogs are not as shy as wolves, they are less aggressive than wolves, they are less likely to roam, and they are far more trainable. You don’t see a lot of people herding sheep with wolf/dog hybrids. Take it from me as a biologist and a sheep farmer, it wouldn’t be pretty. Dogs actually behave most like juvenile wolves, Peter Pan wolves who never grew up, and in Chapter 5 we’ll talk about how that might have occurred. Regrettably, in the last several decades, popular conceptions of wolves and dogs have oversimplified their similarities. Perhaps that is what motivated Raymond and Lorna Coppinger, in their book Dogs, to emphasize the differences between dogs and wolves. They say in their introduction: “Dogs may well be closely related to wolves but that does not mean they behave like wolves. People are closely related to chimps but that doesn’t make us a subspecies of chimpanzee, nor does it mean we behave like chimps.”

I’m reminded of the saying about describing a glass as either half full or half empty. Each observation is correct; it just emphasizes a different perspective. My own bias is that both perspectives are essential, and so I’d argue that it’s valuable to look at what’s shared and what’s different between wolves and dogs. And that is true of our own behavior as well. We do behave like chimps in many ways, and of course, in other ways we don’t.

For years scientists have found it valuable to “compare and contrast” human behavior with that of other primates. From popular books like The Naked Ape and The Third Chimpanzee to academic ones like Tools, Language, and Cognition in Human Evolution, scientists have been looking at humans as primates for many decades. It’s a key issue in the fields of physical anthropology, cultural anthropology, ethology, and comparative psychology. And it’s not just academia: the Oubi tribe of the Ivory Coast saw humans and chimpanzees as the descendants of two brothers, which would make us cousins. It’s not at all a bad biological analogy, given that we humans and chimps share about 98 percent of our genes. In a lovely irony the tribe envisioned the “handsome” brother as being the father of humanity but the “smart” brother as the father of chimps.

We have much to gain by looking at ourselves as the touchy, playful, and drama-loving primates that we are. We may be an animal like no other, with intellectual abilities that are nothing less than amazing, but we are still bound by many of the laws of nature. Our species and species close to us like chimpanzees, bonobos,3 gorillas, and baboons have inherent tendencies to behave in certain ways. Chimpanzees and bonobos don’t build stadiums, use Post-it notes, or write books about themselves, but for all our differences, we are more alike than not. For instance, there are striking similarities among the postures and gestures of chimpanzees, bonobos, and humans, each of whom relate to their kin with kisses, embraces, and even hand-holding.

I don’t mean to diminish our unique status as human beings by recalling our primate heritage. We are unique, so much so that it is reasonable to talk about “humans and animals” instead of “humans and other animals.” Whether you believe that it’s God-given or driven by natural selection (or both), we are so different from all other animals that we deserve to be in our own category. But as different as we are, we are still linked with other animals in important ways. The more we learn about biology, the more we discover how close to other species we really are. We are so closely related to chimpanzees, bonobos, and gorillas that some taxonomists have reclassified all of us into our own subfamily, the Homininae. Chimps, bonobos, and humans, the most closely related apes, are intelligent animals with complex social systems who have long periods of learning and development, who require a tremendous amount of parental investment, and who tend to behave in certain ways in certain contexts, even when we humans aren’t aware of it. For example, all three species have a tendency to repeat notes when we’re excited, to use loud noises to impress others, and to thrash around whatever is in our paw if we’re frustrated. This behavior has no small effect on our interactions with dogs, who in spite of some barks and growls, mostly communicate visually, get quiet rather than noisy to impress others, and are too busy standing on their paws to do much else with them.

There are many examples of how this behavioral heritage can create trouble in our relationships with dogs. For example, we humans love to hug. It’s called “ventral-ventral” contact in the primate literature, and chimps and bonobos love to do it, too. They hug their babies, and their babies hug them. Adolescent chimps hug each other, and so do adult chimps when they’re reconciling from conflict. Gorilla mothers and their babies are great huggers. I’ll never forget listening to biologist Amy Vedder telling how she entered a cabin with a baby gorilla huddling in terror in the back of the room.4 Amy, who had observed gorillas for years, gave a perfect replica of the “belch” vocalization that gorillas give in greeting. The frightened, sick young gorilla crawled across the room, pulled himself up onto her chest, and threw his long arms around her torso. Just as a lost child would hug his mother, it was natural for the gorilla to hug Amy and for her to hug him back. The tendency to want to hug something that we love or care for is overwhelmingly strong. Try telling an adolescent girl, or any four-year-old, not to hug her beloved dog. Good luck.

But dogs don’t hug. Imagine two dogs standing up on their hind legs, forelegs wrapped around each other, chests and muzzles pressed together. You probably haven’t seen that a lot at the dog park. Dogs are just as social as we are, veritable social butterflies who can’t live a normal life without a lot of social interaction. But they don’t hug. They may paw at another dog as an invitation to play, they may slap a paw over the shoulders of another dog as a display of social status, but they don’t hug. And they often don’t react kindly to those who do. Your own dog may benevolently put up with it, but I’ve seen hundreds of dogs who growled or bit when someone hugged them.

The reason that I’ve seen all those growling dogs is because I’m an Applied Animal Behaviorist, and I consult about serious behavior problems in companion animals. Both my scientific training5 and my hands-on experiences with people and dogs have led to the perspective that I advance in this book. For my Ph.D. research I recorded and studied the sounds that animal handlers from a variety of cultural and linguistic backgrounds used to communicate to their working domestic animals. In one sense I was studying our own species as you would any other species of animal, objectively recording and analyzing the sounds made by the trainers, just as other scientists study the notes of a bird’s song. That perspective, along with extensive training in the precise observation and description of behavior, has led me to pay attention as much to our own behavior as to that of our dogs. Teaching “The Biology and Philosophy of Human-Animal Relationships” at the University of Wisconsin–Madison and cohosting a national animal behavior and pet advice show, “Calling All Pets,” continually remind me how essential our relationships with other animals are and, at the same time, how often our own primatelike tendencies cause us problems.

Just as important, my experiences as a dog trainer,6 a breeder and trainer of working Border Collies, a competitor in herding dog trials, and a dog owner who makes no apology for being crazy in love with my dogs have continually reminded me how easy it is for us humans to miscommunicate to our dogs.

Some of the stories in this book are about my own four dogs and the life we share together on a small farm in Wisconsin. The other stories are from consultations with concerned dog owners. I wasn’t surprised when people started coming in with serious problems, often involving aggression in dogs. When you’re a Certified Applied Animal Behaviorist who specializes in aggression, you are often the “last hope,” and you hear some pretty dramatic stories and meet some pretty damaged dogs. I’ve lost count of the number of dogs who’ve come charging into my office, snarl-barking and lunging, leading with their teeth. I’ve worked for years in an environment in which one small mistake will get me badly hurt. Although I can never say that I’ve gotten used to it (every once in a while, I think, “What the hell am I doing making a living this way?”), I expected it. We can’t live with animals with the equivalent of carpet knives in their mouths without running into occasional problems.

Although I expected to work with dogs who got in trouble with their teeth, I didn’t expect to see so much emotional suffering. Almost every week I’ve seen one or two “Do-I-have-to-kill-my-dog?” cases, with heartbroken owners crying in the office while discussing whether to euthanize their best friend. It is true that an inspiring number of problem dogs can be rehabilitated or managed safely if the owners have the ability and the right environment. But no matter how hard some owners try, some dogs are so damaged that they present an unacceptable level of risk. Part of my job is to initiate difficult discussions about the ethical quandary of protecting members of your own species but not betraying an individual who feels like part of your family. Some of these cases could break your heart. They did mine.

What’s striking about many of these cases is that they so often relate as much to our behavior as to that of the dogs. I don’t say that in the sense that their owners weren’t responsible or thoughtful enough about caring for and training their dogs. I mean it on a deeper level, on a level of how our natural tendencies as primates can elicit equally inherent responses in a dog, even though each party thinks that the other is communicating something that it’s not. I’m reminded of those arguments that we get into with our own species, our voices and heart rate rising, until we realize that we and the person that we’re arguing with are talking about two completely different things and that we actually don’t disagree at all. I’ve already mentioned how our tendency to want to express love to a dog through hugging can get us both into trouble. Dogs often interpret hugs as aggressive actions, and so they defend themselves from this madness with the only means they have, their teeth. And there we were, just trying to tell them that we love them.

I see the same miscommunication on a daily basis when people greet dogs on the street. We primates greet with head-on approaches, extend our forepaws, and make direct, face-to-face contact. This tendency is so strong that passersby will reach and lean toward a tense, stiff-legged dog, even one who is quietly growling, even while the owner is saying, “Please do not pet my dog! He isn’t good with strangers!” The world is full of hapless dog owners who ineffectually try to stop other humans from doing something that comes naturally. Our hardwired way of greeting others is so strong that it can override clear signals that tell us to stop.

Not all of these translation troubles lead to serious problems. More often we simply confuse our dogs or undermine our own training efforts. We confuse our dogs by repeating words no matter what the dog is doing, because that’s what chimps and humans tend to do when they get anxious or excited. We’re oblivious to the visual signals that we’re sending to our dogs while we’re busy constructing long sentences, because speech is so very important to our species. We raise our voices for no reason and are far too quick to jerk a leash around if we get frustrated, because that’s what bipedal apes tend to do.

Focusing on the behavior at our end of the leash isn’t a new concept in dog training. Most professional dog trainers actually spend very little time working with other people’s dogs: most of our time is spent training humans. Take it from me, we’re not the easiest species on the block to train. Hang around after dog training class and listen to what the trainers are talking about. It isn’t always your dog. As a matter of fact, one of the few things you can get a large group of dog trainers to agree on is that humans are a lot harder to train than dogs. But it’s not because we’re stupid, and it’s not because we’re not motivated. We’re simply us, and just as dogs chew and bark, we tend to do things that are natural to us, even when they don’t serve us well.

Good professional dog trainers are good partly because they understand dogs and how dogs learn. But they are also good because they are aware of their own behavior. They’ve learned to stop doing some of the things that are natural to our species but are misinterpreted by dogs. It may not come naturally, but to some extent, it’s easy, and you can learn much of it in this book. Becoming aware of the ways that we behave around our dogs does take a certain amount of energy, a kind of mindfulness about what we’re doing that we often lack. But once you start paying attention, once you focus your awareness on your own behavior instead of your dog’s, you automatically become clearer and more sensible to your dog.

Just turning around and moving away from your dog can radically increase the chance that he’ll come when you call. Learning a few easy moves can help you teach your dog to lie down and stay, no matter what’s going on in the rest of the house. I don’t mean to imply that it’s easy to be a great dog trainer; it’s not. I’m as proud of my ability to train a dog as I am of my Ph.D., and that’s saying a lot. But whether you are a professional dog trainer or a family member with a beloved pet, you can improve the relationship between you and your dog by becoming more aware of your own behavior.

Every year several students come to see me at the university and ask how they can become an Applied Animal Behaviorist. Some of them tell me they are interested primarily because they love animals so much and work themselves up to confessing that they don’t really like people much at all. But we humans are an integral part of the lives of domestic dogs, and we can’t fully relate to a domestic dog without taking our own species into account. The more you love your dog, the more you need to understand human behavior. The good news, speaking as a biologist, is that our species is as fascinating as any other. I find myself just as enamored of Homo sapiens as I am of Canis lupus familiaris, because even when we humans are idiots, we’re interesting ones. So I invite all of you to show our own species the same patience and compassion that we show dogs. After all, dogs seem to like us a lot, and I have the utmost respect for their opinion.

The similarities that we share, and the differences that confuse us, are a blessing and a curse in our relationship with dogs. An understanding of those similarities and differences was a blessing that evening on the highway. After the dogs successfully made it across the lanes of traffic, we held on to their collars with viselike grips, laughing and crying in adrenaline-charged relief. I used my car phone to call the vet clinic number on their tags. The clinic’s vet happened to be driving back on the same highway from a crisis at a dairy farm, so he drove up in less than ten minutes. He had the dogs back home within the hour. Seems the young Heeler cross had seduced the elderly Golden into no-man’s-land. I called the owner the next day, and we both cried, grieving over what might have happened, overjoyed at what really did.

The dogs are alive because we were lucky, because the goddess of dog love was looking over us, and because we knew how our behavior affected them. Pay attention to your own behavior. Believe me, your dog is.


1. That may sound extreme, but ask any breeder who’s paced the floor waiting for puppies how closely connected she felt to her dog and how clingy her dog gets right before delivery.

2. Breeding dogs to wolves can cause a host of biological problems and is a practice that I strongly discourage.

3. There are two species of primates that used to be called chimps. Common chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes) are the larger of the two and are the best known; this is the species that Jane Goodall studied. As is convention, I’ll refer to them as “chimpanzees.” The other species, sometimes called the pygmy chimpanzee, is now called the bonobo (Pan paniscus). Bonobos are smaller, more likely to walk bipedally than chimps, and so sexual that much of their behavior can’t be shown on TV nature shows. That’s saying a lot, given what our species does on television.

4. A mostly unacknowledged heroine who, along with her husband, Bill Weber, deserves most of the credit for mountain gorilla conservation in Rwanda. You can read their compelling story in the book In the Kingdom of Gorillas.

5. My Ph.D. is in zoology, my minor is in psychology, and my specialty is ethology, or the study of animal behavior.

6. I’ve taught dog training classes for more than twelve years.




1
MONKEY SEE, MONKEY DO
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The Importance of Visual Signals Between People and Dogs

Being an Applied Animal Behaviorist who works with aggressive dogs in my office is one thing. Working with them on a stage in front of a couple of hundred people is another. In a private consultation, all your attention is focused on the dog, but when you’re doing a demonstration, your focus is divided between the dog and the audience. Important signals may last only a tenth of a second and be no bigger than a quarter of an inch, so you can get into trouble trying to attend to both an audience and a problem dog at the same time. There’s a kind of Evel Knievel feeling about working with an aggressive dog up on a stage. You prepare meticulously to have all the odds in your favor. You get a good night’s sleep, eat healthy food, and interview the dog owner extensively beforehand. You work with good, reliable people on whom you can count. And then you hit the ramp and hope you’ll make it over the canyon.

The Mastiff I was working with at one seminar must have weighed more than 200 pounds, with a head the size of an oven. He had been lunging at strangers for the last several months, scaring his owners as much as their friends. Tossing treats steadily, I got closer and closer to him while I talked to the audience about what I was doing. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw that the Mastiff looked relaxed, anticipating another treat, breathing normally. I turned my attention to a question from the audience, as I continued tossing treats, and took one step closer. I was now only a few feet away.

Donna’s eyes alerted me. I had glanced at Donna Duford, a wise and experienced professional dog trainer, and by the look on her face, I knew I was in trouble. The Mastiff was standing right beside me but had become chillingly still. I glanced in his direction, but looked directly into his eyes, although only for a microsecond—a mistake, and a stupid one at that. Direct eye contact with a nervous dog is a beginner’s mistake that you either learn to avoid or you get out of the business.

The dog exploded like a freight train of teeth and muscle, lunging right at my face. His growl-barks shook the building. I did what every highly trained professional does in that circumstance. I backed up.

Little Movements Have Big Effects

If I had not made eye contact with the Mastiff, if my eyes had moved some fraction of an inch over to the left or right, he wouldn’t have lunged. All that ballistic power would’ve sat, quietly watching, if I had changed the path of my gaze a quarter of an inch. A barely perceptible change in my behavior would have resulted in the stunningly obvious difference between a 200-pound dog sitting quietly or launching toward my face.

That story may be a bit dramatic, but the same impact of subtle movements underlies each and every one of your interactions with your dog. Dogs are brilliant at perceiving minute changes in our bodies and assume each tiny motion has meaning. Small movements that you make result in huge changes in your dog’s behavior. If you learn anything from this book, learn that. The examples are endless. Standing straight with your shoulders squared rather than slumped can make the difference in whether your dog sits or not. Shifting your weight forward or backward, almost imperceptibly to a human, is a neon sign to a dog. Changes in the way that your body leans are so important that an incline of half an inch backward or forward can lure a frightened stray dog toward you or chase her away. Whether you breathe deeply or hold your breath can prevent a dogfight or cause one. I’ve worked with aggressive dogs every week for thirteen years, and I’ve seen repeatedly that sometimes tiny movements can defuse a dangerous situation—or create one.

When I asked a veterinary student what she had learned after spending two weeks with me, she said, “I never realized how important the details of my actions were—how tiny changes in things like shifting your weight can have huge effects on an animal’s behavior.” This information doesn’t seem to be obvious to any of us. But how strange, given how important minuscule movements are within our own species. As I asked in the introduction, how far do you have to raise an eyebrow to change the message on your face? Go look in the mirror, right now if it’s convenient. Raise the corners of your mouth just the slightest bit and see how much it changes the “look” on your face. Watch the face of one of your family members and think about how little it has to change to convey information. That information, what we learn about others by watching for small movements in their faces and bodies, is critical to our relationship with them. It is also deeply rooted in our primate heritage. Primate species vary tremendously, from a 4-ounce, sap-eating pygmy marmoset to a 500-pound, leaf-chomping gorilla. But all primates are intensely visual, and all rely on visual communication in social interactions. Baboons lift their eyebrows as a low-intensity threat. Common chimps pout their lips in disappointment. Rhesus macaque monkeys threaten with an open mouth and a direct stare. Both chimpanzees and bonobos reach out with their hand to reconcile after a spat. We primates use visual signals as a bedrock of our social communications, and so do dogs.

Our dogs are tuned to our body like precision instruments. While we’re thinking about the words we’re using, our dogs are watching us for the subtle visual signals they use to communicate to one another. Any article or book on wolves will describe dozens of visual signals that are key to the social interactions of pack members. In the book Wolves of the World, one of the world’s authorities on wolf behavior, Erik Zimen, describes forty-five movements that wolves use in social interactions. By comparison he mentions vocalizations only three times. That doesn’t mean that whines and growls aren’t critically important in the social relationships of wolves. They are. But the depth and breadth of visual signals—of subtle head cocks, shifts in weight forward or backward, stiffening or relaxing of the body—are vast in wolves, and every interaction I’ve ever had with a dog suggests that visual signals are equally integral to communication in dogs.

So here we have two species, humans and dogs, sharing the tendencies to be highly visual, highly social, and hardwired to pay attention to how someone in our social group is moving, even if the movement is minuscule. What we don’t seem to share is this: dogs are more aware of our subtle movements than we are of our own. It makes sense if you think about it. While both dogs and humans automatically attend to the visual signals of our own species, dogs need to spend additional energy translating the signals of a foreigner. Besides, we are always expecting dogs to do what we ask of them, so they have compelling reasons to try to translate our movements and postures. But it’s very much to our own advantage to pay more attention to how we move around our dogs, and how they move around us, because whether we mean to or not, we’re always communicating with our bodies. Surely it’d be a good thing if we knew what we were saying.

Once you learn to focus on the visual signals between you and your dog, the impact of even tiny movements will become overwhelmingly obvious. It’s really no different from any sport in which you train your body to move certain ways when you ask it to. All athletes have to become aware of what they are doing with their bodies. It’s the same in dog training. Professional dog trainers are aware of exactly what they’re doing with their bodies while they’re working with a dog. That’s not true of most dog owners, whose dogs minute by minute try to make sense of the stir-fry of signals that radiate from their owners.

Dogs never seem to lose their keen awareness of our slightest movements. I taught my dogs to sit when I unintentionally brought my hands together and clasped them at waist level. It seems that I made this motion, without even knowing it, when I called my dogs to come and was getting ready to ask them to do something else. Often I would first ask them to “sit,” so my dogs quickly learned that clasped hands were usually followed by a “sit” signal. Apparently they figured that they might as well save us both time and do it right away. Every dog owner illustrates this every day. Maybe your dog runs to the door when you reach for your jacket. Perhaps you’ve played chase with your dog, and now, each time you lean forward, your dog dashes away from you. Most people move their hand or finger when they ask their dog to sit, even if they’re not aware of it. But your dog is, and your action is probably the cue that’s most relevant to him.

When I started professionally training dogs and their humans, one of the first things that hit me was how the owners focused on the sounds that they made, while the dogs appeared to be watching them move. This observation compelled me and two undergraduate students, Jon Hensersky and Susan Murray, to do an experiment to see if dogs paid more attention to sound or vision when learning a simple exercise. The students taught twenty-four six-and-a-half-week-old puppies to “sit” to both a sound and a motion.1 Each pup got four days of training to both signals given together, but on the fifth day the trainer only presented one signal at a time. In a randomized order the pup either saw the trainer’s hand move or heard the beeplike “sit” signal. We wanted to see whether one type of signal, acoustic or visual, resulted in more correct responses. It did: twenty-three of the twenty-four puppies performed better to the hand motion than to the sound, while one puppy sat equally well to either. The Border Collies and Aussies, as you might predict, were stars at visual signals, getting a total of thirty-seven right out of forty possible (and only six out of forty right to acoustic signals). The Dalmatian litter sat to sixteen of twenty visual signals but only four of twenty acoustic ones. The Cavalier King Charles Spaniels showed the smallest difference between visual and acoustic signals, with eighteen right of twenty possible visual signals and ten of twenty acoustic ones. If you have a Beagle or a Miniature Schnauzer, you will not be shocked to learn that these puppies sat, in total, for thirty-two of the forty times that they saw the “sit” visual signal and exactly zero of the forty times that they heard the acoustic signal. That’ll teach you to call your Beagle to come when she’s chasing a rabbit in the woods.

I’m cautious about this experiment, because it’s a difficult piece of research to pull off cleanly. Unless the motion and sound had been completely automated, I couldn’t guarantee that they were presented for exactly the same duration. Since the students had previously given the pups treats from their other hand, did that predispose the pups to focus on a hand signal? How could we be sure that we were presenting an equal “amount,” or intensity, of each signal? A larger sample size of puppies would have been better, and so forth. But the trainers were ignorant of the real hypothesis (I told them it related to genetics and sex). I videotaped the training sessions and found that the motion and the sound began and ended within a few hundredths of a second of each other, and we worked hard to get as clean a test as we could under the circumstances. Given the ease with which dogs learn visual signals, and the universal phenomenon of mammalian brains’ selectively attending to certain stimuli over others, I suspect that the results are meaningful. Ironically people often enthuse over their dog’s “amazing” ability to learn a hand signal, as though that were a particularly advanced behavior. In actuality your dog’s response to your voice is the miracle!

Hey, Human! I’m Trying to Tell You Something!

Visual though primates may be, we humans often miss the signals that our dogs are sending us. For example, in my seminars I do a demonstration in which I pet and praise my Border Collie Pip for giving me a ball back. Pip is my sleeper Border Collie, who looks a bit like a goofy Labrador cross when in fact she’s from pristine sheepdog lineage. But she loves balls like life itself, so to reward her for giving me the ball back, I coo to her and lavishly stroke her head. People watching respond to my efforts to praise Pip and seem to feel really good when I’m done. They feel so good that they give me an A+ when I ask them to grade my efforts to make Pip glad that she gave me the ball. But I give myself a D, because although the audience enjoyed hearing my praise and seeing me pet her, Pip just wanted the ball. I repeat the exercise, this time telling the audience to pay careful attention to Pip’s face. Her reaction is obvious once you focus your attention on her. She ignores my sweet words, squints her eyes, ducks her head away from my hand, and presses forward, staring like a laser at the ball. Pip is no different from most of our dogs, who love petting and praise in some contexts but not others. After all, even if you adore a good massage, do you want one in the middle of an important meeting or a close tennis match? Why on earth would a dog, even one who lives to be stroked, want petting in every possible context in her life? We wouldn’t, no matter how much we love a good rubdown.

As soon as the audience has learned to focus on Pip’s reactions rather than their own, they get it. Pip’s avoidance of my hand and obvious impatience to get the ball back aren’t subtle at all. But for some reason we humans tend not to pay attention to the visual signals that our dogs send us. Hundreds of clients who come to my office for help with their dogs have described their pet’s aggression as having appeared “out of the blue.” Yet I could plainly see, even as the owners were talking to me, that the dog was clearly communicating, “Stop petting me like that. I’m going to bite you if you don’t stop.”

It’s become a cliché that we love dogs because they give us “unconditional positive regard.” Anyone who knows how to interpret the visual signals of dogs knows how naive that is. If you want to get a good belly laugh out of a group of dog trainers, start talking about “unconditional positive regard” from dogs. It’s a guaranteed knee-slapper. My Border Collie Cool Hand Luke—noble, loyal Luke, who once risked his life to save mine—has a look that can only be translated as a four-letter word. The word is not love. Luke adores me, I’m quite sure of it. But it doesn’t mean that he adores me every second of his life, any more than you adore your favorite human every single second of yours.

I think some of us have convinced ourselves that our dogs love us constantly and relentlessly, simply because we’re not very good at reading their nonverbal communications to us. But once you start spending your life with dogs, it becomes screamingly clear that love is only one of the emotions that they feel. Most of these signals are easy to pick up on, if we’d only take the time to look. Many of the visual signals that dogs send aren’t restricted just to their own species: as early as 1872 Charles Darwin wrote about the universal expression of emotions in nonhuman animals, from disgust to fear to confident threats. We have to be careful not to overgeneralize and assume that every expression on a dog’s face is equivalent to one on ours—a “grin” on a dog could be a sign of fear (although it also can be on a human)—but equally important is the ability to carefully observe the expression on our dog’s face. Just as a professional tennis player can see the seam of the ball as it rushes toward her at 90 miles an hour, good professional dog trainers can see quick, subtle visual signals that are rich with information. Anyone can learn to do it; you just have to focus your attention.

Fieldwork in Your Living Room

My field is ethology, which is the science of understanding animal behavior as the interaction of evolution, genetics, learning, and the environment. Ethology is based on a foundation of good, solid observations. It’s a rigorous field, involving all the high-tech instruments and mathematical analyses necessary for evaluating genetics, physiology, and neurobiology. But it starts with basic observations that anyone can learn to do: watch an animal and write down what it’s doing. It sounds simple, because all you need is you, an animal, a pencil, and paper. No expensive machine with a long name is required. If no dog is handy, any moving animal will do (including your office mate, friend, or spouse). Just describe what the bird outside, the dog inside, or your colleague is doing. Be specific and clear. “My dog is walking around” is not specific and clear. “My dog is walking slowly at about one stride per second, head held parallel to the shoulder girdle, ears relaxed and drooped 40 degrees to the side but not pinned back …” is specific and clear. By the time you get it down on paper, the animal will long since have changed what it was doing. This simple exercise quickly leads to frustration, but it eventually elicits admiration for the complexity of behavior.

One of the demonstrations that I love to give in my seminars involves asking the audience to count out just one little second for me. While they chant “one one thousand” in unison, I leap, twist, flap my arms, smile, frown, laugh, and heaven only knows what else. If you videotaped it and analyzed it as an animal behaviorist does, you could record dozens of separate actions, all happening within the time span of a second. A second is an eternity to an animal behaviorist, because many actions can occur in less than a tenth of a second. Making good observations is tricky, because too much can happen at once for your brain to notice it all, much less get it down on paper. Because so many actions can occur simultaneously, one of the first things that ethology students learn is to focus their attention on specific actions or areas and ignore the rest until a later observation period. As you get more observant, you can take in more details at the same time, but when you first start, it pays to be selective. Honing your observational skills is directly related to having a better-behaved dog, because what you do around your dog should be related to what your dog is doing. Just because his movements are subtle doesn’t mean that they’re not important.

After years of working with dogs who’d bite me if I didn’t read their body language right, I have a hierarchy of body parts to watch. When I first meet a dog, my primary attention is on the dog’s center of gravity and his breathing. Is the dog leaning toward me, away from me, or standing square over all four paws? Is the dog frozen still, breathing normally, or breathing too fast with shallow breaths? At the same time, I’m looking at the dog’s mouth and eyes, where there’s a world of information, but being careful not to stare directly at him. Tails are also important, but not as important as what’s on his face, and you simply can’t take in everything at once. If there’s a lot going on—say, the dog is barking/lunging at me or, worse, standing stiff and hard-eyed with the corners of his mouth pushed forward—I probably won’t have a clue what’s happening with his tail until a few seconds later.

We Practice at Sports, Don’t We?

Some dog owners are brilliant at reading their dogs from the word go. They are the “naturals,” the people who seem to attract animals like a magnet—Snow Whites in the woods with deer licking their cheeks and birds playing in their hair. And then there’s the rest of us, me included, who simply need to learn about animals the old-fashioned way, by practicing. One way to practice is to watch and write down what you see. Artists and scientists know this: we don’t really see something until we ask our minds to translate it into words or pictures. So become your own Jane Goodall. Take a sketchbook with you and your dog to the dog park (any paper with a solid backing will do) and start watching, describing, and sketching specific movements of your dog. Focus on which way her body leans and write it down and try to sketch a picture. Notice whether the corners of her mouth (the commissure) go forward or backward and write down when it happens and when it doesn’t. Do her eyes look “hard” or “soft” when she’s greeting another dog? How does her tail set change when she sees another dog? Is it the same change as when she sees a human? Focus on just one body part at a time; otherwise, your brain gets swamped and you can’t really focus on a specific action. Try keeping your notes and sketches together in a journal and go back often to read what you wrote.

Alternatively you can try videotaping some dogs and playing the tape back in slow motion, over and over. You might be surprised at how much can happen in a brief period of time and how much you’ll see once the action is slowed down. With practice your brain gets better at observing changes in behavior, and you’ll develop what’s called a “search image” for a specific posture. You’ll be able to see subtle changes that happen so fast that your friends won’t even notice. That will allow you to respond more quickly and more appropriately to your dog. Without doing anything else, you’ll become a better dog trainer, and almost like magic, your dog will become better behaved.

Humans as Random Signal Generators

If humans are understandably a bit slow at responding to the visual signals that our dogs are sending, we are downright dense about the signals that we generate ourselves. Your dog, however, is a pro: he or she notices just about every move that you make. Here’s an experiment that you can try, focusing on the signals that you give to your dog, whether you mean to or not. This one is really easy, because now you’re the actor, and your dog is the observer. Your job is to identify the visual signals to which your dog has learned to respond. Take yourself and your dog to a quiet place, away from the hubbub of the rest of the family and other dogs. Stand relaxed but immobile and ask your dog to “sit” without moving anything but your lips. The first thing I notice when I do it is how hard it is to keep from moving. Did your head go down just a tiny bit when the dog approached? Did you raise your eyebrows a millimeter? All of those movements are easily seen by your dog and could possibly act as cues. Now sit down on the floor, stop moving as best you can, and ask the dog to sit. Now leave the room and ask the dog to sit when she can’t see you (peek or ask a friend to see what she does).

Now ask your dog to sit in the way you usually do. Allow yourself to move freely; let your body do what it normally does. There’s little doubt that you’re going to move somehow. While you’re playing this game, don’t worry whether your dog sits or not, because I want you to pay attention to your behavior. Did you raise your hand or your finger? Did you step forward a bit? Tilt your head? After you’ve observed your own behavior, see if you can find a pattern to what movements your dog sits to and what he doesn’t (beyond Fido’s getting sick of your asking for a “sit” over and over!). Experiment with different movements and you’ll probably discover that your dog is keyed in to specific actions, just as much as, or more than, your voice.

This won’t work for all dogs. Some of them have learned to ignore your body and listen to your voice. The most common scenario that I see is people who are not only inconsistent within themselves but whose family members each have very different movements for the same message. Dad holds a hand out for “sit” the same way that Mom does for “stay.” Painfully it’s often the smartest and most willing dogs that suffer the most when the family is inconsistent. You can practically see smoke coming out of their ears while they desperately look for a predictable pattern from their humans.

The best way to discover the signals that you send to your dog is to have a friend videotape you. Few of us are truly aware of how we move our bodies when we’re interacting socially, which is one of the reasons that seeing ourselves on video can be upsetting. “Who is that person?” we think, appalled that we close our eyes while we talk or have a habit of scratching our chins. But your dog knows, far better than you, exactly how and when you move every part of your body and is likely paying more attention to those motions than to your voice. Try taping the whole family and compare how each of you moves when you’re signaling your dog. If you’re like most, you’ll start wondering how your dog has managed all these years without needing a straitjacket.

Once you become aware of your own actions, you’ve done half of what you need to do to help your dog understand you better. By continuing to be aware of how you move around your dog, you can consciously settle on clear, consistent visual signals that your dog can understand. I remember seeing a dear little spaniel whose owner’s signals were so confusing that even I didn’t know what she wanted her dog to do. This woman adored her dog, but her dog was exhausted from trying to understand her confusing stir-fry of signals. When the woman got up to leave, her dog sat down beside me and wouldn’t budge. It wasn’t because I’m special—lots of dog trainers can tell the same story. The poor dog had finally found someone who made sense to her, and she didn’t want to lose the relief that comes with clarity. That sad, awkward moment changed later to joyful enthusiasm when my client began to regulate her body’s movements when she “talked” to her dog. Now they’re the best of friends, just as it should be.

Even If You Know What Signal You’re Sending, It Might Mean Something Different to Your Dog

Yesterday I was working with Mitsy, a terrier mix who’s so cute she should have her own Walt Disney movie. But her behavior isn’t quite as endearing. She’s fearful and will bark defensively at large men who approach fast and at elderly
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