


	
	



    
100 SIMPLE SECRETS WHY DOGS MAKE US HAPPY

THE SCIENCE BEHIND

WHAT DOG LOVERS

ALREADY KNOW

DAVID NIVEN, Ph.D.

[image: ]





    
To Jack, Ralph, Bear, Snoopy, and Snow





    
Contents


A Note to Readers




Introduction: A Dog and His Person




1 Dogs Have Personality




2 Dogs Provide Visible Love




3 We Feel Better in Minutes




4 Dogs Are Nonjudgmental




5 Dogs Make Us Look Positive




6 Dogs Take Us Walking




7 Life Is More Enjoyable




8 Dogs Help Us Show Affection




9 We See Dogs as We See Other Humans




10 Dogs Understand Math




11 We Truly Live Together




12 Dogs Learn Words




13 It’s Hard to Be Fussy




14 A Bond on Many Levels




15 Dogs Feed Our Creativity




16  Dogs Are Not Sore Losers




17  Dogs Star in Our Stories





18  Having a Dog Is Like Parenting Without the Diapers




19  We Connect Through Our Eyes




20  Our Homes Feel More Like a Home




21  We Look on the Bright Side




22  We Understand Their Language




23  We’re Less Likely to Be Ignored




24  Dogs Keep Us Calmer




25  Dogs Teach Us Valuable Lessons




26  Do You Have a Dog Lover’s Personality? Yes




27  Dogs Make Us Feel Vital




28  A Much Needed Source of Consistency




29  We Think They’re Human




30  Dogs Pay Attention to Us




31  Dogs Transcend Our Categories




32  Dogs Really Are Happy to See Us




33  Dogs Teach Teamwork




34  Dogs Affect Us More Than Cats Do




35  We Believe in Ourselves More




36  Dogs Ask, “Are You Talking to Me?”




37  We Enjoy Other People More





38  Dogs Can Do Geometry




39  When Times Are Tough, Dogs Are There




40  Dogs Fit All Ages




41  Dogs Know Our Mood




42  In Dogs We See What We Want to Be




43  Dogs Help Keep Us Out of a Rut




44  One Dog, Many Happy People




45  Dogs Can Tell Us Things




46  Dogs Can Reach Those No One Else Can




47  Dogs Can Teach Us to Be Less Aggressive




48  Our Relationship with Our Dog Is Unique




49  Dogs Lower Our Blood Pressure




50  Dogs Help Us See Past the Surface




51  Dogs and People Were Born for Each Other




52  Curiosity Didn’t Kill the Dog




53  Families with Dogs Are Closer




54  Dogs Help Us Maintain Mobility




55  Dogs Help Explain Our Dreams




56  Dogs Help Us Communicate with People




57  There’s Less to Worry About





58  We’re More Open




59  Dogs Help Us Resolve Disagreements




60  We See Good Behavior as the Nature of Dogs




61  Dogs Are Part of the Family




62  We Have the Same Effect on Each Other




63  We’ve Been at This for a Long Time




64  Walking the Dog Is Better Than Walking the Self




65  Dogs Follow Our Cue




66  How We Treat Dogs Is More Important Than What Breed They Are




67  We Don’t Feel Alone




68  Dogs Provide Teaching Moments




69  It Turns Out That We Actually Can Teach Old Dog New Tricks




70  Our Love for Dogs Never Runs Out




71  We Need the Doctor Less




72  Dogs Teach Us to Accept Differences




73  We’re More Likely to Follow a Health Plan




74  Dogs Encourage Cohesion




75  Barking Is Not Random





76  Dogs Keep Us to a Schedule




77  We’re Nicer




78  Dogs Anticipate What We Do




79  There’s More Time for Play




80  Dogs Help Us Trust




81  We Can Provide Comfort




82  Dogs Use Their Eyes to Lead Us




83  We Don’t Have to Be in Charge All the Time




84  Dogs Help Us Recover




85  People Are More Likely to Open Up to Us




86  Dogs Take On Our Personality




87  Dogs Fit into Our Lives from Birth




88  Dogs Promote Independence




89  Dogs Make Our Immune Systems Stronger




90  Dogs Keep Our Secrets




91  Dogs Make Us More Human




92  Even Bad Things Are Better




93  We See Ourselves as More Lovable




94  Dogs Contribute to Our Identity




95  No Animal Better Understands Us





96  We Appear Friendlier




97  Dogs Help Us See Alternatives




98  Man’s Best Friend Is Not About to Change




99  We Live Longer




100  You Are Needed







Sources







Acknowledgments







About the Author







Other books by David Niven, Ph.D.







Copyright







About the Publisher







    

A Note to Readers




For every copy sold of 100 Simple Secrets Why Dogs Make Us Happy, the author will make a donation to a dog rescue organization. For more information on dog shelters and dog rescue organizations, please visit www.DavidNiven.com.







    

Introduction: A Dog and His Person




Jack is part Chihuahua and part mystery.

He was quite tiny when I brought him home from the animal shelter. A week or two later, I remember taking a nap on the couch with Jack lying down on the floor by my side. As I woke up, I began to wonder if I might be coming down with a chest cold. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but I felt there was some kind of slight heaviness to my chest. When I opened my eyes, I changed my diagnosis—I didn’t have a chest cold, I had a Chihuahua sleeping on my chest.

As I write this, Jack is curled up in a dog bed near my desk. It’s unusual for him to utilize something that’s actually meant for dogs—he generally has more of a taste for sleeping on couches, beds, pillows piled on top of more pillows, and people.

I’m not one to quickly assume human characteristics in a dog, but it’s hard to deny that Jack seems to happily live some aspects of his life more like a person than a dog. For instance, dogs generally have a hyperawareness of and interest in their surroundings, but humans can often be oblivious to anything that isn’t of immediately obvious importance to them. On this score, Jack acts human. On walks, Jack and I have inadvertently come within a few feet of a squirrel, a raccoon, a cat, and a possum, and Jack didn’t try to chase after them, investigate their scent, or do much of anything. Actually, he didn’t notice any of them.

While humans may have a certain fussiness and like things a certain way, dogs don’t tend to worry a lot about superficial matters. By contrast, Jack has a discerning eye for the well-manicured lawn. A tree or a fire hydrant may suffice for others to relieve themselves, but Jack likes the feel of healthy-looking, evenly cut, short grass.

You often hear people say of a small dog that he’s “a big dog trapped in a small dog’s body.” But Jack has no delusions or even apparent aspirations in that area. A strange noise in the middle of the night might prompt a growl or a bark, but he tends to proceed no farther than the doorway. He then turns around to look at me, as if to say, “Why don’t you just go ahead and check this one out?”

It was on a visit to my mother’s home when I let Jack out to explore a wooded section of her backyard that he first encountered the neighbor’s Rottweilers. Unbeknownst to him, they were friendly. But in a split-second, he sized them up and decided this was no time for pleasantries and the formal protocol of dog greetings. Jack took off at full speed. The Rottweilers, up for a little game of chase, obliged with a full-speed pursuit.

Jack ran toward the back door, followed by the Rottweilers, followed by me, followed by Bob, the Rottweilers’ owner. This was the door we would normally use to go in and out, but Jack determined that he didn’t have enough of a lead on his pursuers. Perhaps he could ditch them on the way to the front door.

He scrambled around the corner of the house, around the cellar doors, and flew from the ground to the front door without pausing to use the steps. He let out perhaps the loudest bark he’s ever uttered. My mother let him in as the rest of us converged at the front door. As he happily took refuge in the house, he gave me a look. “What were you thinking?” he seemed to ask.

Though he may have a few human habits and isn’t likely to win Watchdog of the Year, these are just amusing quirks of his personality. The important thing is that Jack is an incomparable friend. My life has been far richer for the pleasure of his company.

This book is about Jack and the millions of other dogs who come into our lives and affect how we live and who we are. Based on the best research available, studying the lives of people, dogs, and the intersection of the two, 100 Simple Secrets Why Dogs Make Us Happy reveals how and why dogs make us happier, healthier, more effective, and more satisfied with our lives.

As he sits here watching me type, I’m sure Jack would be pleased to know how important dogs are to people, even if he’s not entirely convinced which one he is.

Today Jack has the look and zeal of a young dog. He loves meeting new people and seems to take it as a compliment that everyone assumes he’s a puppy.

When I visited the Franklin County Animal Shelter in Columbus, Ohio, twelve years ago to adopt a dog, the first room I entered had two young dogs. They were in separate large pens. The first dog had massive paws and looked to be on his way to growing up to be the size of a moose. Living in an apartment that did not allow dogs, I thought the moose might make dodging the authorities a little dicey. I stopped to pet the dog and said I was sorry but I was sure someone would be along soon to take him home. The second was a tiny, long-haired, utterly silly-looking dog. I stuck my finger in the pen—something you’re not really supposed to do with a dog you know nothing about. The Chihuahua sized up the offer of a finger—and immediately moved over to lick it.

He looked up at me. “Friends?” Jack seemed to ask.

“Forever,” I replied.
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Dogs Have Personality




Human personalities are one of the aspects of our existence that make us interesting. We don’t all react the same way to the same situation�and that very uniqueness can come to define who we are. In this, we are very much like dogs. Dogs may be feisty or friendly or fearless or phobic, but they are who they are.



WHEN ERICA TOOK her dog Odie in to audition for the “Stupid Pet Tricks” segment on The David Letterman Show, the coordinator told her why the show has featured so many dogs and so few cats.

“Dogs have personality,” he told her. “They really interact with you and can make a connection. Cats, on the other hand, are pretty much indifferent. It’s hard to get a reaction out of them.”

That was hardly a problem for Odie. Although Erica has no explanation for it, Odie responds when she says, “I love you, Odie.”

Odie barks out a very human-sounding “I ruv you.”

It was nothing Erica had taught Odie to do�he just did it.

The trick sparked the interest of the Letterman producers, and Erica and Odie appeared on the show a few weeks later. Odie’s bark of love was so amazing that it was later voted one of the most memorable TV moments of the year.

While she doesn’t know where this talent came from, Erica knows that Odie loves the attention. “After we’d been on the show, everybody we saw would stop us and talk to Odie. He was in heaven.”



Personality tests show that dogs are as likely as humans to demonstrate consistent personality traits. (Gosling, Kwan, and John 2003)
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Dogs Provide Visible Love




In many human relationships, our feelings for each other are assumed. We speak of our love and show our love far less than we are capable of because we don’t even think about it, or because it’s easier or safer to assume that it’s understood. But dogs have no hesitation to show their affection. They do not worry about hiding their feelings, and in the process they not only show us that we are appreciated but remind us to share our feelings for those around us�canine or human.



THERE WASN’T A LOT of room for affection in Joe’s work. Before shipping home, the Oregon National Guardsman patrolled the streets of Baghdad.

But there was Daisy, a scrawny mutt who hung around the army base. Daisy had made friends with the last unit to occupy the base, and as Joe and the rest of the 162nd Infantry arrived, soldiers asked the new troops to take care of her.

Officially it was against the rules. But no one saw the value of forcing Daisy out into a grim future on the streets of the city.

Soldiers had been slipping Daisy some military rations, but she didn’t start to fill out until Joe had his wife ship him a case of dog food.

Daisy meant so much to Joe and his fellow troops that when it was time to return to the United States, Joe wanted Daisy to come home with him. With Daisy unwelcome on a military flight, Joe researched a private carrier that could get Daisy from Iraq to Kuwait and, after several more stops in between, eventually to Oregon.

It was an unusual commitment to make, but Joe had no doubt. “Daisy helped us get through that experience. For everybody in the unit, Daisy was a little bit of love, a little bit of hope in our day,” Joe says.



In one study nearly all dog owners said that they could think of an example of their dog showing them affection that day, while only four out of ten could think of an example of a human showing them affection that day. (Roth 2005)
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We Feel Better in Minutes




We are always looking for the magic elixir that will make us feel better right now. While that search continues, we already know one thing that will make us feel better in the span of time it takes to walk into a room: spending a moment with a dog. In a matter of minutes, dogs can change our mood and our physical system, making us feel better just to be with them.



LISA’S FOCUS WAS on her career. “It wasn’t just while I was at the office that I thought of work first,” Lisa says. “Work was a part of every decision I made. Six months after I started I moved twenty minutes closer to the office so that I could spend that extra time working.”

But when her company’s retail stores saw their sales decline, Lisa’s entire department was laid off. At some level she knew it wasn’t her fault. It wasn’t anything she had done that caused her to lose her job. Still, she didn’t really accept that.

“It’s hard to take a job loss as anything but a personal failure,” she says.

Out of work for the first time in her adult life, and muddling through a bumpy search for a new job, Lisa fell into nearly constant sadness.

Things didn’t start to look up until a friend asked a huge favor. Could she take care of Parker, a Gordon setter, while the friend was out of town for three weeks?

Lisa was reluctant. She’d never had a dog�she’d never had the time for one. But she said yes because she didn’t want to see the dog sent off to a kennel for that long.

Lisa was amazed at Parker’s effect on her life. “There was this whole new vibe to my life,” Lisa says. “It’s silly, but there was something else on my plate besides worrying about finding a job. And even when I was working on my job search, somehow it didn’t seem so hopeless with a big smiling face and wagging tail by my side.”



Contact with a dog has positive effects on stress levels and immune functions that start in less than five minutes and endure for more than nine times as long as the contact itself. (Barker et al. 2005)
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Dogs Are Nonjudgmental




Dogs do not ask us why we didn’t get a promotion. They don’t ask us why we don’t have a bigger house or a new car. They don’t ask for anything superficial. Instead, in caring for them, dogs reinforce our basic sense of personal capability and the irrelevance of much of what we compete for.



SARA HAS SOMETHING of an unusual task. Her main job is to sit quietly and listen to children read. Children tell their teachers that Sara really likes it when they read to her. More important, Sara is unlikely to make a face if they stumble over a word. That could be because Sara is a dog.

Sara makes the rounds of Dayton-area elementary schools because teachers have found that young readers do better with an audience, but only an audience that is accepting.

“The worst thing you can do to a child just starting to read is to make them focus strictly on their mistakes,” says Alice, a reading teacher. “If children think all anybody is paying attention to is when they mispronounce a word or don’t recognize a word, then they will fear reading, and they will try to avoid reading. And then you have a cycle that goes from bad to worse.”

Teachers have found that reading to Sara gives children the chance to practice reading familiar stories out loud without feeling bored and to try out new stories without feeling nervous.

“And it’s really quite amazing because Sara is as real an audience to them as any group of people would be,” Alice says. “But Sara never embarrasses them, never makes them feel uncomfortable. Instead of reading being a threat, Sara helps the children to see it as a joy. And that makes all the difference.”



Two groups of people were asked to describe their lives. The first group included dog owners who were with their dogs. The second group was made up of people who did not own a dog. The first group was 14 percent less likely to respond to the question negatively, and 23 percent less likely to complain about their job or salary. (Glucksman 2005)
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Dogs Make Us Look Positive




In any given moment, much of how we feel is subjective. There is no objective way to measure our mood, just a tendency to pay attention to certain indicators. Paradoxically, one important contributor to how we feel is how others think we feel. If they conclude that we’re happy, we’re more likely to be happy. Among their other effects, dogs dramatically increase the likelihood that others will think we’re happy.



WINSTON IS A TYPICAL Jack Russell terrier. He’s all energy all the time. “He’s not the kind of dog you feel comfortable leaving at home for long stretches at a time,” says his owner Brent. There might not be much home left when you return.

So Brent, a concert promoter in Denver, started taking Winston to work with him. Winston has now met Paul Simon, the Who, and a host of other famous musicians.

With some obedience school training, Brent was able to at least channel Winston’s energy into things like chasing Frisbees. In fact, Winston embraced Frisbees so much that “now we can’t even say the word,” Brent says. “We have to spell it around him or he goes nuts.”

With more training, Winston proved an ace at an array of dog tricks.

When a member of the front office for Denver’s hockey team, the Colorado Avalanche, spotted Winston jumping through hoops, he spoke to Brent about making Winston the team’s mascot.

Winston took to the job immediately. Wearing a cape in the team colors, Winston has appeared at games and charity events and in team commercials. Everywhere he goes, he gets a huge reaction.

Brent says Winston loves it. “He’s always wanted to be in the center of attention.” And Brent doesn’t mind either. “Everybody likes the guy with the most popular dog in town.”



When evaluating others, we are 42 percent more likely to think they are happy if they have a dog with them. (Rossbach and Wilson 1992)
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