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INTRODUCTION





When your dog’s behaviour becomes a problem, it can leave you feeling unhappy and unsure what to do, no matter how understanding and patient you may be. Problem behaviour can have significant implications for everybody concerned, both within and outside the home. In severe cases, when everyday life becomes seemingly impossible, you may even contemplate parting with your dog. This book aims to help you understand your dog’s problematic traits, displays and actions, and show you how to decipher why they may have occurred. It explores problem behaviour in everyday life to show you that you can take control of it with dramatic impact. Each chapter uses real-life case studies and practical know-how to enable you to effectively change what is going wrong.


WHAT MAKES A PROBLEM DOG?


Quite simply, any dog can become a problem, usually when their behaviour has a disruptive and negative impact on everyday life. As a canine behaviourist I find particular problems crop up repeatedly: aggression, fear, attachment/security and general disobedience are four main reasons for concern. Stress entwines behavioural problems for both dog and owner and can’t be underestimated. To understand how to change things, your first priority is to consider why these problems are occurring and where they have come from. Determining the answer to this part of the puzzle allows you to tackle the cause of concern, which is absolutely critical. Without this knowledge it is easy to become trapped in a downward spiral and often make the issue worse through the use of incorrect treatment, usually punishment administered at the wrong time. This book aims to show you that your dog’s behaviour is the result of changeable factors both internal and external. The interesting thing is that you can influence your dog on many levels, all of them connected, as the diagram opposite reveals.


UNDERSTANDING THE FACTORS THAT AFFECT BEHAVIOUR


The first section of the book begins by examining the link between health and behaviour, highlighting why you should always ensure your dog receives a clean bill of health before any training begins. Understanding how your dog learns and the factors that affect this process is vital to getting to the bottom of any problem and deciding how to change it. Your dog’s environment, including the treatment he receives, is equally important. This is where the principle of dominance hierarchies and the use of different training methods come into play. These ideas are examined in detail in order to show that there is a far more effective way of changing behaviour than being aggressive, confrontational and physically forceful. The book then explores the dramatic consequence for behaviour that can take place when the dog’s environment doesn’t cater for his maintenance behaviours and core needs. Finally, I examine the often underestimated effects of stress for you and your dog and highlight some everyday training and modification techniques that you can use to tackle these concerns successfully.
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Behaviour is the result of a multitude of factors and is a variable system depending on internal and external components.








MAKING THE CHANGE


The second part of the book focuses on the next part of the process, one critical for all owners struggling with their dog’s problems: shaping and changing behaviour.


We begin the process by examining what owners of rescue dogs struggle with on a daily basis: how to take control and manage and modify problem behaviour relating to dogs that have been through upheaval in their lives. Aggression and fear are major areas of concern for a huge number of owners; each needs a chapter to unravel the common problems associated with them. The next phase of the book takes you through an average day and shows how you can successfully address the common problems that occur in the home. However, behavioural problems are not limited to inside the home environment. When issues occur in the outside world they pose a whole new level of concern, mainly because it is a very difficult environment to control. This makes coping with problems, especially those posed by other people and other dogs, much more complicated and stressful, so I have developed a chapter to help you to tackle your dog’s problems successfully when you leave the constraints of home.








[image: ]

Dogs are amazing animals, with individual personalities, likes and dislikes. This springer spaniel loves the water and is showing the inquisitive nature characteristic of man’s best friend.
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These two dogs are enjoying a run outside, but you never know what’s round the corner. This is why behavioural problems outside can be of great concern.








The final section of the book tackles concerns relating to general obedience. Even wandering attention and lack of focus can become problems and make a difference to successfully tackling greater concerns. Effectively fine-tuning your dog’s response to commands and improving his reactions can polish behaviour and restore harmony. The good news is that you can achieve this by positive reinforcement; training using kind, reward based methods will not only help your dog to learn desirable behaviour but can also develop the bond and relationship you have together. This book aims to show you how to manage and modify problem behaviour successfully by enabling you to see behaviour as a system.


Cohabitation with dogs can be rife with potential problems; the upside of this is that it can also be a wonderful relationship with friends, companions and bonds made for life. This book is dedicated to showing you how to repair the weak links in this relationship and build upon them by tackling the problems along the way. At each stage, kindness and thought are favoured over force and aggression, to help you build and shape behaviour rather than suppress it and break bonds.






















1 HEALTH AND BEHAVIOUR





Before attempting any training or behavioural modification, it’s vitally important to exclude any medical causes behind your dog’s problematic displays.


A significant number of behavioural problems arise from health and pain issues, and if these aren’t treated or taken into consideration you will miss a key part of the puzzle. Without this knowledge, you will definitely reduce your chances of successfully tackling the concern and possibly even risk increasing the severity of the problem.


Pain and the many conditions that cause it, hormonal imbalance, sensory dysfunction and sensory deterioration are four of the main health-related concerns that can lead to behavioural problems. Both here and later in the chapter I give you the same advice: take your dog to your vet for a full health check to exclude any medical concerns. This chapter will show you why this is so important and give you practical advice on how to help and support the behaviour of dogs suffering from health concerns.


PAIN


Quite understandably, pain can be a very common cause of problem behaviour. Pain is simply an unpleasant sensation that can range from acute (short term, such as somebody stepping on a dog’s paw) through to chronic (long term, such as arthritis). Physiologically, pain often relates to potential and actual damage to the body’s tissue, which commonly causes behaviour to change. Heartbeat, blood pressure, respiration and general activity can become dramatically different when pain strikes. Therefore it is essential that owners can identify what is normal behaviour for their dog as well as recognize changes, even subtle differences. Interestingly, the experience of a pain-provoking event can affect learning and cause the dog to be suspicious and react with fear/stress, avoidance and even aggression in the future. This highlights why every owner should look out for pain-related behaviours and be able to identify them, noticing any relevant changes in their dog’s behaviour as an individual. It is important to remember that ‘normal behaviour’ varies from dog to dog; some dogs have higher pain thresholds than others and these thresholds can change as they mature and get older. You know your dog best, so if you see any signs of change, especially if they are presented repeatedly, seek veterinary help straight away. And try to note not only the behaviour being shown but also when and for how long it occurs. This will help you to judge your dog as an individual and if any of these signs are not in character, all may not be well. There are, however, standard signs of pain to look out for, together with the behavioural changes that accompany them.


Signs of pain-behaviour changes


The following are signs of pain that influence behaviour:




	Avoidance, including lifting limbs, and mouthing and pulling away when handled.


	Fear: freezing, staring, glaring, flight or fight mechanism including potential displacement behaviours such as fidgeting.


	Stress, producing panting, pacing, listlessness, facial ridges, displacement behaviours and repetitive or stereotypical actions.


	Irritability and potential for aggression both defensive and offensive, depending on the level of pain and past learning.


	Depression.


	Reduced mobility and muscle constriction; the dog may appear hunched up and stiff.


	Reluctance or excessive motivation to eat or drink.


	Vocalization such as whimpering, groaning, crying and yelping, usually high-pitched and especially when touched or handled.


	Increased attention to a particular area: licking, nibbling or biting, and repeatedly turning to look at a certain area of the body.





The Conditions that Cause Pain


A common cause of acute pain is injury, often caused by trauma such as impact, force and constriction (remember that the use of a choke chain covers all these three!). Anything that tears, pulls, stretches or actually damages the dog’s tissue fibres can lead to pain anywhere in the body; organ failure and disease can also cause this response. Rubbing the same area of the body through repetitive movement such as pacing or through poorly fitting equipment such as collars and harnesses of the wrong size are examples of mechanical force that can cause pain.
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This dog is suffering from a severe stomach upset and painful sores. He’s depressed and listless; his facial expression says it all.
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Three different painful conditions and their corresponding behaviour.








Extremes of temperature, chemicals, and electric shocks can also provoke pain, and acute pain can be caused by toothache, cuts, bruises and abrasions. This can result in the behaviour changes mentioned above, but it is also worth remembering that if your dog is suffering from any painful complaint, stress will be a very likely by-product.
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This lively pair are enjoying a rough play session. Some dogs can find this difficult to cope with if they are in pain.
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I can’t continue this chapter without briefly referring to examples of training implements that can cause acute pain. Although these methods are designed to be relatively short term and abrupt, through repeated use they can lead over time to long-term physiological and behavioural effects. Continued use of pain when the dog is unable to escape and avoid it can lead to a state called ‘conditioned suppression’, where a dog’s behaviour ceases and he shuts down altogether. Some may think that this means that the treatment has worked; however, far from dealing with the cause of the problem such methods merely suppress the true behaviour and can have dramatic and detrimental impacts for the dog’s future mental state. The simple message is: don’t use choke chains, electric shock collars and prong collars, and remember that using painful methods (even yanking or pulling the dog on a flat collar) can be hugely detrimental to your dog’s overall behaviour.


Chronic Pain


If a painful condition continues and even exceeds the ‘normal’ healing time for the condition, it can become chronic, which has additional implications for both behaviour and welfare. Conditions that cause chronic pain in dogs include: hip dysplasia, arthritis, organ disease or failure, cancer and back/limb problems. When pain continues to plague the dog the signs are likely to become increasingly severe. If any of the dog’s maintenance behaviours (eating, drinking, sleeping, urination and defecation) are affected, this is very likely to result in behavioural consequences. Chronic pain can cause a dramatic increase in irritability and disturbance to sleep. Some dogs may even struggle to reach the deeper sleep stages where rest and repair take place. If you do have a dog suffering from a concern related to chronic pain and under veterinary supervision, there are ways to help it both in and out of the home.




	Always ensure that you cater for the basics and give priority to your dog’s maintenance needs. If he is a little stiff or immobile, ensure that food and water stations are within easy reach (maybe even raised on a stand). And be sure to help these dogs go to the toilet area regularly; don’t wait for them to struggle to hold themselves in. Remember that if they are suffering from a painful condition it may take them longer to get to this area and helping them to do this can really make things easier.


	Protect them: it’s even more important to ensure that dogs suffering from painful conditions have a quiet, restful place in the home that is warm, safe and secure and away from comings and goings. This will enable them to rest away from the hustle and bustle of family life and provide valuable respite from children and other pets. Dogs in pain can be more sensitive to movement and become particularly concerned, even defensive, if threatened. So take care to allow space when walking past them and avoid walking over the top of them. Limit play and particularly keep watch over youngsters interacting and playing with your dog as they may be more inclined to instigate rough games – absolutely not advisable with a dog suffering from long-term pain.


	Keep watch when out and about. On walks, judge interaction with other dogs carefully. If your dog starts to show concern, keep moving and encourage him to distance himself. Another dog instigating a rough or over-zealous game could worry your dog, who may already be more sensitive to interactions and potentially defensive or aggressive.


	Look, listen and learn. Watch out for any sign that your dog is experiencing pain or feeling threatened by a stimulus from inside or outside the house. This may be the first indication that something isn’t right, perhaps telling you to stop what you’re doing or that something needs changing. Freezing, staring, glaring, growling and showing teeth are all signals that your dog may be experiencing pain during an interaction. Activities such as grooming, fitting equipment, bathing and general handling are potential risk areas, and it’s advisable to take notice of any signals, however slight, that indicate that your dog is not confident about the situation.





THE ENDOCRINE SYSTEM


Hormones have a vital part to play throughout a dog’s life. They are chemicals produced in the body and released to influence cells, organs, body function, physiology and psychology. Hormonal changes and influences can have dramatic effects on behaviour, emotions and mood. They are responsible for many physiological processes from development (for example, regulating growth and sexual development) to processing food and blood sugar levels (metabolism) and regulating the energy system in times of threat and conflict through the stress response (the flight or fight reaction). Hormone production and release occurs in particular glands (including the pituitary, thyroid and adrenal glands) as well as in organs such as the testes, ovaries, kidneys and liver, which have other functions besides hormone production. As hormones are responsible for such a large part of the body’s function and process, any imbalance can have major effects on health and behaviour. Similarly, disruptions to the natural hormonal system such as spaying and neutering can cause changes in behaviour.
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This terrier is having his paw checked as he appears in pain. Take care to handle situations like this carefully.











Endocrine System


Endocrine disease can relate to over-production (hyper secretion) or underproduction (hypo secretion) of hormone levels; both can unbalance the system. Therefore anything that changes the ‘normal’ hormone quantities can have effects. Damage, deterioration and the effects of tumours can cause major disruption to hormone secretion. The following endocrine diseases can affect your dog’s health and behaviour:




	Diabetes mellitus. In Type I there is insufficient production of insulin in specialized cells in the pancreas, possibly through damage to these cells; this prevents the metabolism of sugar and interferes with energy production. Type II diabetes, when insulin is produced but can’t be used effectively, is much rarer in dogs. Symptoms can include increased thirst, frequent urination and increased hunger, weight loss (despite eating), rapid onset of blindness and general lack of energy.


	Addison’s disease (hypoadrenocorticism) is a deficiency of glucocorticoids and mineralocorticoids, the main hormones cortisol and aldosterone from the adrenal glands. It can create symptoms of increased thirst, lack of energy, weight loss and weakness, depression and mood changes, diarrhoea and dehydration, as well as critical signs of low body temperature, shaking, collapse and low heart rate. Particular times of concern are stressful situations, due to the imbalance of a principal stress hormone, cortisol.


	Cushing’s disease (hyperadrenocorticism) is over-production of adrenal gland hormones such as cortisone, and is often related to tumours, usually linked to the pituitary gland and causing growth of the adrenal glands and increased hormonal production. Tumours in the adrenal glands can also cause concern. Sufferers often show increased motivation to eat and drink, and increased urination. They may also have a pot-bellied appearance and suffer from hair loss, lethargy and weakness.


	Hypothyroidism is deficient production of thyroxin, which is responsible for metabolic function, and it slows the energy process. Causes can relate to inflammation, degeneration, or tumours located in the thyroid or pituitary glands. Hypothyroidism can cause weight gain (without the appetite growing), general decreased interest in daily life and activities such as play, exercise and training, irritability and aggression, more frequent/longer bouts of sleeping and rest, increased suffering or concern in the cold, and stomach problems such as constipation and diarrhoea.


	Hyperthyroidism is increased production of thyroxin in the thyroid glands, which increases metabolic function. Potential causes are tumours of the thyroid glands. This condition is much rarer in dogs than hypothyroidism. Symptoms include increased appetite, weight loss (though eating the same amount), excessive thirst, diarrhoea, and frequent and increased urination.
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The principal areas of sensory dysfunction to be aware of, and what to do to help.











Problem Behaviours Associated with Endocrine Disease


Dogs suffering from endocrine disease may show a number of presenting signs but their imbalanced internal state can have an adverse effect on their behaviour. Hormone deficiency can cause a general lack of interest in life, irritability and depression; increased hormone production can lead to hyperactivity, nervousness and even aggression (including sudden onset). Hormone imbalance can cause fatigue and muscle weakness, and cause your dog’s behaviour to change. This can disrupt normal walks and play sessions and some dogs can even become agitated when introduced to new individuals. Others experience mood swings and a change in greeting behaviour. They may find times of stress particularly difficult to cope with and become easily concerned. Toileting accidents may occur much more frequently despite your dog being fully house-trained in the past. Veterinary intervention and care is needed in all cases but the following points will help you to manage problem behaviours often associated with these health concerns and support and encourage favourable behaviour.




	Be stress aware. Dogs suffering from hormonal imbalance can find stressful events very difficult to cope with. Try to keep things calm and relaxed and diffuse tension by keeping calm yourself and managing situations carefully. Trips to the vet and car journeys may be red zone areas; plan events in advance so that you are prepared and always ensure you have water available.


	Don’t forget the maintenance behaviours: ensure that you cater for your dog’s basic needs, which may be elevated due to hormonal influence. Make certain that food and water stations are kept in the same place and that water is always available and topped up, and give your dog plenty of opportunities to go to the toilet, because increased elimination behaviour can cause toilet mishaps if not addressed. Just as dogs in pain suffer from increased lethargy and depression, hormonal imbalance can change the dog’s metabolism, causing him to need higher levels of rest; give him plenty of time to rest and relax undisturbed.


	Maintain a balanced routine. Keeping your dog’s routine simple to follow and the same every day can help to relieve stress and build his confidence and security. By stabilizing feeding and exercise opportunities you can successfully put balance into the imbalanced dog’s life.


	Don’t ask too much: keep things simple, including commands and training. Try to work at your dog’s level and don’t confuse them with complicated instructions. Perfecting the basic commands is a great starting place, and be sure to use lots of reward to support positive emotions. Remember, hormone imbalance can really affect how your dog is feeling, so anything that builds and supports security will be really beneficial.





SENSORY DYSFUNCTION AND DETERIORATION


Your dog’s senses are very important in facilitating everyday behaviour. Sensory dysfunction affecting sight, smell, hearing, touch or taste can cause considerable behaviour problems and put pressure on the dog’s ability to cope with ‘normal’ situations. Owners should be aware of any changes to their dog’s sensory abilities. The most common concerns relate to the dog’s ability to see and hear.
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THE AGEING PROCESS: SENSORY LOSSES


As a dog ages, changes occur to the sensory system that feeds information into the dog’s brain. Food may lose flavour, sounds become less easy to hear and sights become distorted and blurred. Dogs use their senses as part of their danger detection system; failure to detect threats can be very disturbing. Failing eyesight creates similar problems (cataracts are a common eye concern in older dogs). With age comes the loss of both types of retinal cell in the eyes, and lenses can lose their elasticity, causing blurring and difficulty in focusing. Misjudging spaces or walking into objects can be a sign that your dog’s eyesight is deteriorating, as well as changes to the eye’s physiology such as clouding, inflammation and redness.


In a youthful dog, the brain sends messages from cell to cell through connecting filaments. In the ageing dog, the filaments contract and lose some of their contacts with other cells. This means that information must pass through a different route and will be processed more slowly. Another problem is that, once stimulated, the cells remain programmed for abnormally long periods, preventing further information from being absorbed. This affects a dog’s short-term memory, making dogs irritable when disturbed, slow to obey commands, and causing problems with orientation and learning. Previous daily activities may become ritualized; for example, some individuals may ask to be let out to urinate not because of need but because some cue has stimulated the cell linked to this action. The cell cannot evaluate the cue; it merely triggers imprinted actions. The dog may also return to his feed station as if he is hungry because the original cue remains and the cells cannot override the imprinted actions. Repeated behaviours and displacement actions can become common signs of cognitive deterioration. Cognitive Dysfunction Syndrome (CDS) can cause aggression and uncharacteristic behaviour due to brain degeneration. Symptoms of old age, sensory dysfunction, hormonal imbalance and general pain show significant similarities. This highlights once again why it is so important to ensure that your dog undergoes medical examination by your vet to get to the bottom of your concerns.
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SENSORY DETERIORATION IN ELDERLY DOGS


Sensory deterioration accompanies many dogs as they move through maturity into their senior years. The general definition of old age is the last third of the normal life expectancy for any particular breed. Larger breeds tend to age more rapidly than smaller dogs, so a St Bernard will be more mature at five years old than a miniature poodle of the same age. Elderly dogs can develop specific behaviour problems due to declining sensory abilities. These include ‘grumpiness’ and irritability, even outbursts of potential aggression, confusion, stress and anxiety.


Mainly because of physiological and sensory deterioration, dogs are less able to cope with stress as they age. I examined the implications of vision and hearing dysfunction in an earlier table and the same management rules apply. It’s also important to reduce stress wherever possible and there are measures you can take to deal effectively with these problems.








[image: ]

Practising simple commands and tricks for praise and reward can be a great way to gently exercise your older dog.








Deterioration of the brain can be lessened by providing a stimulating environment, but ensure that you keep things simple. New toys and simple games can help to exercise the brain. We know that a reduction of oxygen to the brain results in impaired brain function, so encourage more oxygen to circulate by gentle exercise. Once again, monitor your dog’s reaction to any games you play with him, and avoid them if he becomes frustrated or confused.


Deteriorating eyesight and hearing can make it more difficult for dogs to rest, so it is important that your dog can get out of his bed easily and that his weight is evenly distributed to reduce pressure on his joints. Make sure that his bed is in a warm, quiet, draught-free place where he will not be disturbed by people constantly walking past, or be pestered by children or other pets.


Sensory deterioration can cause elderly dogs to be slower in both recognizing the need to relieve themselves and in getting to the place where they can do it. Bear this in mind in your planning.


EPILEPSY


Besides the four health-related concerns that we examined in this chapter – pain, hormonal imbalance, sensory dysfunction and sensory deterioration – there are also neurological concerns. I come across behaviour cases on a daily basis that are fuelled by health concerns. Sudden-onset aggression where the dogs don’t remember or recollect what they have done can be linked to neurological problems such as idiopathic epilepsy (epilepsy with no known cause). Thankfully these occur more rarely than other aggressive motivators but truly random incidents of unprovoked aggression are very serious and as such should be examined professionally. Medical and behavioural treatment can work fantastically well alongside each other to address the multitude of factors surrounding these concerns. The table overleaf reveals an insight into epilepsy and the problems it can cause as a major neurological concern.
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One of the principal health issues that can cause behaviour to change and become problematic.




























2 PROBLEM DOG, LEARNT BEHAVIOUR?





You probably began reading this book in order to try to unravel your dog’s problem behaviour, because you need and want to change it. When a dog’s behaviour is problematic, troubling sights and sounds, and upsetting feelings, make owners think back to how it came about. This seems very reasonable; if you can untangle how a problem behaviour has been learnt, you have gained an essential tool that will enable you to understand how things have gone wrong and, very importantly, how to put them right. In this chapter I will show you who the problem dogs really are, how they may have learnt to be this way, and the contribution made to this process by the dog’s acute senses. Real case studies will help you to understand your dog’s behaviour in a way you may never have been able to before.





[image: ]

The little black and white dog (standing) is posturing in what could be seen as a threatening position to the dog underneath.








WHO ARE THE PROBLEM DOGS?


Quite simply, any dog can be or become a problem to live with! This huge generalization is based on three main factors:




	Many of the dog’s natural behaviours and core needs can be incompatible with life with their owners. For example, dogs with very high energy levels will be at odds living with a family who don’t have time to give them any exercise.


	Owners can miscommunicate with their dogs and misunderstand them. For example, behaviour perceived as dominant may actually be the result of other motivating factors such as fear. The misunderstanding of behaviour often leads to incorrect treatment, which usually makes the problem worse because the cause has not been taken into consideration!


	Owners can use inappropriate and unnecessary training methods and treatment, such as pain, fear and punishment. For example, striking a dog for growling when approached while eating from his food bowl can teach the dog a negative association and insecurity around food resources in the future.





The good news for both our species is that dogs can and do make wonderful companions and have a natural affinity with human society. This affinity depends on several factors such as the dog’s genetic disposition, development, environment, treatment and, of course, learning. Imbalance in any of these or disruption to them can create potential problems, but begin by considering that dogs are intelligent, intuitive animals that learn, remember and change depending on the experiences they go through internally and externally. Always try to remember that dogs interact with humans on an individual level; the best relationships require give and take on both sides. Rules are important in all relationships; however, it’s critically important to enforce these in a way that does not disrupt trust, confidence and security. Trust, confidence and security are critical for a stable relationship; repeatedly in my work I see these key areas in jeopardy.
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Stable relationships require trust on both sides. Giles’s slight head tilt and focused expression show him trying to work out what to do.








HOW DOGS LEARN BEHAVIOUR


As a dog owner you probably recognize that you can teach your dog specific behaviours and tasks. While teaching dogs, it is easy to forget how they actually learn to act on command: learning is inextricably linked to teaching, which is an invaluable tool for all behaviourists, trainers and owners, but especially for those needing to identify, manage and modify problem behaviour.
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AN ENEMY TO LEARNING


Every living being has a set of core needs that must be met in order for them to survive. These needs include eating, drinking, sleeping, defecating and urination. If we or any other living animal were unable to meet any one of these needs we would not be able to survive. Additionally, if any core need is compromised it causes stress and stress is an enemy of learning. Problem behaviour can be a by-product of a dog unable to meet any one of their basic requirements. Take time to consider your own dog and the problems you are having; are his essential requirements catered for? The impact of disrupted needs on your dog will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 3; for now, however, it remains an important consideration.
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CLASSICAL CONDITIONING


In the early nineteenth century a Russian scientist named Ivan Petrovich Pavlov was working with dogs when he noticed something he called ‘psychic’ salivation. Put simply, a dog would begin to salivate when any cue for feeding was presented to him – his food bowl, the person who normally fed him, or even the sound of that person’s footsteps. He named this ‘psychic’ salivation because it occurred in the absence of food. He went on to examine this phenomenon in a series of experiments culminating in the discovery of a type of learning known as Classical Conditioning.
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PICTURE THIS: A CLASSICAL CONDITIONING EXAMPLE


Jimmy the foxhound is always getting extremely dirty clambering through the undergrowth out on walks. His owners regularly wash him in the shower when they arrive back home. The shower is adjacent to the bathroom and whenever anybody flushes the handle of the lavatory the shower water becomes extremely hot. Over time, after several events of this kind, Jimmy started jumping out of the shower, alarmed and concerned, every time he heard the flush of the lavatory before the water had become hot. The unconditioned stimulus is Jimmy reacting to the hot water (this is an automatic reflex); the sound of the lavatory flush becomes the conditioned stimulus.
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ASSOCIATIVE LEARNING


Operant Conditioning


When your dog learns through operant conditioning (also known as instrumental learning) their intended behaviour is met by a consequence. The nature of the consequence can influence the frequency of the behaviour and can even lead to it becoming more or less frequent. For example, using a positive consequence means adding something when the dog behaves in a certain way; using a negative consequence takes something away. Positive and negative consequences are closely related to the concepts of reinforcement and punishment, which can also be positive or negative. Examining these principles will help you to understand how your dog may have learnt to behave, desirably or indeed undesirably, and how to change this behaviour.
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How punishment and reinforcement can be used in positive and negative ways.
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PICTURE THIS: AN OPERANT CONDITIONING EXAMPLE


Tommy the springer spaniel loves swimming in the river. He enjoys it so much that he often does not want to come back when called. His owners have tried shouting at him to get his attention but this rarely seems to work. They then introduced a packet of tasty treats into the equation and whenever Tommy came when called he received a really tasty treat. Over time Tommy began to come back much more promptly because he began to realize that when he came back to his owners something pleasant happened (he received a treat). The treat is the positive reinforcement.
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Using positive reinforcement during training (adding something pleasant when the dog offers a certain behaviour) is invaluable because it is an essential tool to promote feel-good emotions. This helps to produce a happy dog who is more co-operative, willing, able and wanting to learn – undoubtedly a much easier dog to work with and modify. Reward can vary from vocal praise to strokes, pats, toys, chews, clicker and treats. Punishment can undeniably suppress problem behaviour when it happens, but it doesn’t tackle the underlying cause; this is the fundamental issue with using such punitive actions in behaviour modification. The case study of Charlie shows how this can happen.


Multiple Approaches, One Desired Outcome


Charlie is a year-old male labrador, bought as a ten-week-old puppy. He has recently begun to show aggressive displays while eating from his food bowl when his owners approach. His vet has excluded any medical concerns behind the behaviour but on further exploration an important discovery was made: Charlie was born in a large litter of puppies that had to compete for their food. When Charlie arrived home from the breeder he was underweight with suspected bite scars on his body. Charlie eats extremely rapidly and always appears hungry although he is in perfect condition, fed high-quality feed of the correct amount and is the correct weight for his breed and age.


The first methods his owners used to tackle the concern involved punishment: striking him (positive punishment), placing him on a lead and pulling him away from his bowl (positive and negative punishment), and taking his bowl away from him while he was eating (negative punishment). Although it may seem logical to do this to stop the behaviour from being displayed and teach the dog that this behaviour is unacceptable, bad or naughty, such actions may be counterproductive because of how the behaviour was learnt – the true reason behind these actions. Therefore effectively modifying his behaviour relies on our understanding of how Charlie had learnt to behave in this way and why.


As a puppy Charlie had to quite literally fight for his food. He was not able to receive enough when he was a young puppy (hence his low body weight), which taught him to value food very highly. Charlie had learnt through heavy competition and lack of food at a young age to eat as fast as he could to prevent someone else from getting it, and to guard and protect this resource which grew in value each time it was scarce. This pattern of learning set Charlie up for potential concern in his home when faced with events to trigger this learnt response. Charlie’s owners unknowingly stimulated this learning through using punishment; the behaviour began to increase in severity every meal time, every day.


Once the punishment techniques began, Charlie became increasingly aggressive and sensitive to any people near his food bowl. This is because Charlie began to learn through classical and instrumental learning to protect this valuable resource more each day the treatment was applied. The more his food is taken from him, the higher in value it becomes; the more he is punished during feeding, the more insecure and threatening people become when close to his food. If we look at how Charlie had learnt to behave in this way we learn that the root of the problem is Charlie’s insecurity around food. Charlie values food extremely highly and has become increasingly anxious that someone will take it away; this produces a dog ready to fight for food, which is a natural response to the lessons he has learnt. I examine the specifics of this concern in Chapter 9. For now, however, I hope that this example helps you to see how important it is to consider the part learning has to play in problem behaviour.
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This dog is happily eating from her food bowl while this photograph is being taken.








THE DOG’S SENSES AND THEIR ROLE


The dog’s sensory abilities have been fundamental in the evolution of the human–canine relationship over thousands of years. The dog’s many valuable sensory genetic traits have facilitated a perfect match for humans as formidable team mates, providing hunters, herders, transporters and guarders throughout history. These senses have in part been harnessed through domestication and trained to serve us. Humans continue to use the dog’s senses and natural behaviours to their advantage. Many owners don’t have to train their dogs to bark when outsiders approach, irrespective of whether or not it is desirable. Other people, by contrast, go to great lengths to fine-tune the dog’s senses. Examples of such dogs include sniffer dogs to detect illegal or dangerous substances, guide dogs to help people, and search and rescue dogs used all over the world to find lost and injured people. Although these senses were and are of great use to humans, today they can place the dog at odds with their owners. There is no doubt that dogs’ differing sensory abilities predispose them to learn and behave in ways that owners may find problematic.


The Senses


Dogs and humans both have five senses: sight, smell, touch, taste and hearing. Humans prefer to rely on their vision and hearing senses in everyday life, although olfaction (smell) and taste are deeply ingrained in our evolution as part of the animal kingdom. For your dog, life is somewhat different; the senses that have made dogs successful as a species have become, in part, a major disadvantage. In the modern world, previously desirable abilities have now unfortunately become the root of many common problems. Understanding how dogs see, smell and hear the world differently from humans can help you to get to the bottom of problem behaviours that arise from these differences.
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LEARNED HELPLESSNESS


In early 1965, Martin E.P. Seligman and his colleagues were studying the relationship between fear and learning in dogs. Using classical conditioning techniques, Seligman paired a buzzer with an electric shock. The dog was restrained during the learning phase in the belief that after he had learnt to associate the buzzer with the shock, he would, if possible, run away on presentation of the buzzer.


To test this they put the conditioned dog into a box, which was divided into two compartments by a fence. The dog could easily jump over the fence, but to their amazement, when the buzzer sounded, the dog did nothing. Then they wondered what would happen if they gave him a shock, but again nothing happened. The dog just lay there. However, when they put a new dog into the box, that had never experienced the inescapable shock, it immediately jumped over the fence to the other side.
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This chocolate labrador is a very fearful dog and is showing concern at being in close proximity to the person sitting down.








Seligman concluded that the conditioned dog had learnt that trying to escape from the shocks was futile. He had learnt to be helpless! This was the opposite of the predictions of the leading theory of the time, which argued that the dog would have needed to be given a reward (positive reinforcement) to stay where it was on hearing the buzzer, rather than leaping over the fence. Learned helplessness can also occur in dogs that are frequently punished. They can become so confused that they give up, because they realize that nothing they can do will stop the punishment. Suppressing behaviour in this way is abnormal and can also be dangerous: dogs in a state of learned helplessness may suddenly respond aggressively to a frightening event in an all or nothing attempt to survive. Additionally, when a dog enters this state of mind no new behaviours will be offered; your dog no longer has the ability to perform a desirable behaviour and instead shuts down altogether – a terrible consequence for your dog and very worrying for future behaviour, which is likely to return and increase in severity.
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In this photograph the same chocolate labrador is much more relaxed, confident and engaged, and therefore able to learn new behaviour much more easily.
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Sight


Put simply, dogs see the world differently to humans. The vision of dogs is similar to that of red/green colour-blind humans (deuteranopes) and their ability to focus on near objects is also not as good as a human’s. Additionally they have a smaller binocular overlap (the section of a scene that can be seen by both eyes). Greater binocular overlap is important when focusing on objects close up, whereas the reverse is true when focusing at a greater distance, a trait very useful to hunters and the Canidae family in general.


The dog’s visual abilities are also superior in relation to function in low light, field of view, ability to distinguish different shades of grey, and ability to detect motion. This is important because it enables us to understand how the dog sees the world and the behaviours he learns through his different visual abilities. It can also help you to understand why problem behaviours come about. Problems relating to a dog’s sight abilities include:
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This dog is displaying tracking behaviour, which can often cause dogs to become absorbed in scent and slow to obey commands.










	chasing prey;


	reactive, fearful or aggressive behaviour towards stimuli (at far distances as well as nearby);


	reaction to body language and movement (negative for the fearful dog who shudders at every movement and raise of the hand);


	loss of focus on owners in low light out on walks; at this time of night the dog’s vision comes into its element and he can be extremely reactive to every movement in the bushes.





Smell


The dog’s sense of smell is really quite incredible. They are used all around the world as search and rescue dogs and drug detectors and can even detect diseases and the onset of other health ailments such as approaching seizures, hypoglycemia and even cancer. There are, however, potential negative effects to this ‘gift’ in everyday life.
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SAME WALK, DIFFERENT TIME: DIFFERENT DOG


Jerry the German shepherd mix is an even-tempered family dog. He is taken for regular walks twice daily, in the morning and the early evening. During the summer months Jerry is relaxed and confident when walking past most strangers, although he has been known to bark at the occasional passer-by. As autumn turns to winter Jerry is taken on his second walk of the day in the dark. He begins to bark and growl while walking past a playground that to his owner appears empty. This event occurs every time Jerry is taken for a walk after dark, although the behaviour is not seen during daytime walks. It is not until several days later that Jerry’s owner hears laughter coming from the area Jerry has become so concerned about, and upon closer inspection he sees a group of people in the field. Jerry is able to see much more effectively in dim light than his owner and he noticed these people even when his owner couldn’t. Of course his other sensory abilities such as smell and hearing also assisted him in making this observation. Jerry not only has the ability to see more effectively in dim light but also has a wider peripheral view and the ability to detect motion more effectively. This means that even if scent and sound stimuli are disrupted your dog will be able to detect aspects of his environment that you would have little hope of identifying.
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The dog nose is significantly more accurate than a human’s at scent detection. This is due to a greater number of scent receptor sites in dogs’ noses. Next time you feel the lead tighten, with your dog’s nose seemingly stuck to the pavement investigating the ground, try to remember this. Your dog’s stubborn reluctance to move past this point on the path may be heavily motivated by scent. Dogs are able to gain a huge amount of information from their olfactory system (smell) and can pick up details of their environment from a single sniff. By sniffing they are able to gain details about the environment which humans have no chance of duplicating. This has interesting implications for learning, and the dog can also learn that certain scents have positive or negative implications. For example, Chip the terrier is fearful of unfamiliar dogs. When he is out on walks he often starts to become anxious and barks and growls at certain points of his walk for no apparent reason. His owner notices that these displays occur just before a dog comes into view. Chip detects the scent of a dog before he is even able to see him, causing him to show anxious behaviour. This can be very confusing for owners but by trying to see the world through the dog’s senses you can begin to understand the relevance of the dog’s different sensory abilities in daily life. Problem behaviours associated with the dog’s sense of smell include:
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NEUROLOGICAL
¢ Epilepsy
Characterized by seizures

(often reoccurring) Causes:

metabolic dysfunction,
organ failure (reactive
epilepsy) brain trauma,
tumours (secondary
epilepsy); idiopathic
epilepsy has no known
cause.

Aggressive behaviour can
accompany epilepsy in
dogs sometimes before,
during and after episodes.
Aggression can be sudden,
seemingly unprovoked. In
some cases the dog may
return to display ‘normal’
behaviour rapidly without
the appearance of
remembering the event.
Some dogs may even show:
glazed eyes, confusion,
‘stare into space’ as
seizures affect their

mental ability

Truly unprovoked and
random aggression
through epileptic origin
can be extremely
concerning and veterinary
attention and professional
behavioural advice is
needed as soon as possible.
It is vital to seek
professional help to decide
the best course of action.
Maintaining a calm and
balanced daily routine is
important. It is vital to be
extremely vigilant to any
signs of concern; potential
aggression such as
freezing, staring, glaring
and stop what you are
doing. A balanced diet

is also vitally important.
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SENSORY IMPACT AND PROBLEMS WHAT TO DO
DYSFUNCTION
Sight ® Sight impairment can cause Take care when introducing
dogs to become wary of people; organize interactions
people and other animals calmly, allowing your dog to
through inability to process approach and investigate;
what they are seeing: can cause avoid visitor leaning over and
defensive/aggressive displays as frightening them.
figures may appear threatening If possible ask the visitor to
through inability to see clearly. sit down in the home for your
Sight loss can cause dogs to dog to investigate without
become defensive and nervous height adding to their concern
in new situations and worried (keep objects in the same place
about approaching people/ to build security and reduce
other animals especially if they stress).
are forceful/playful. Allow warning, use vocals
Reduced vision may also disrupt and gentle touch (from side/
the dog’s ability to judge signals front) when approaching
and can easily misread rather than abruptly
situations. interacting/waking the dog.
Remember if visuals are
decreased ensure you
remember to engage the
dog’s other senses.
While out walking watch for
signs of concern; any freezing;
tension building and ensure
your dog knows where you are.
Keep relatively close by
wherever possible and be
ready to call to them to move
on if concern strikes.
Hearing Even a slight loss of hearing can Supervise interactions with

create problems for dogs that as
a species ordinarily have acute
hearing ability.

Jumpiness, agitation and
nervousness can accompany
these individuals.

Interactions with people and
other animals can easily become
frightening.

Deaf dogs (either from birth or
later onset) can be unaware of
auditory commands or warning
signals from other dogs. This can
make daily life and interaction
difficult and potentially
hazardous.

others (particularly young
children and other dogs).
Ensure they give the dog plenty
of warning as stated above
remembering that it's advisable
to move into the dog's field of
view before interacting.
Teaching sign language can

be extremely useful in
communicating to dogs with
auditory concerns. Additionally
teaching them to keep
‘checking in” and watching you
for instruction is useful in

daily life and interactions.
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the dog likes is added when the
dog behaves in a certain way

(treats)

POSITIVE
REINFORCEMENT

NEGATIVE
REINFORCEMENT

An unpleasant
stimulus/
something bad is
taken/moves away
when the dog
behaves in a
certain way

e A unpleasant stimulus/such as
punishment is added when the
dog behaves in a certain way
(adverse training — striking)

POSITIVE
PUNISHMENT

NEGATIVE
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A pleasant
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good is taken

away when the
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a certain way
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Three different types of pain; three causes of a similar behavioural problem:

CANINE CASE | PROBLEM BEHAVIOUR PAIN RESULT
BEHAVIOUR
ZIGGY Defensive aggression |Acute foot pain; open | With rest and care
Young towards dogs out on  |wounds on pads Ziggy's feet began to
(8 months) walks although has a |through repetitive heal and his behaviour
neutered history of living with  |pacing in rescue improved dramatically.
Border and socializing kennel. The foot pain | As his feet improved
Collie successfully with disabled Ziggy to a he no longer felt and
various other dogs. degree that caused behaved in such a
Fast moving-high him to be defensive defensive manner
energy/impact because 1) He was when lively dogs
individuals a particular |unable to move approached him. The
concern. rapidly to get away pain in this case
® Snapping from any concern; definitely made a
® Biting 2) Active dogs put significant contribution
e Lunging displayed  |more pressure on him | to behaviour.
physiologically and
psychologically.
PICKLE Aggressive behaviour |Back pain diagnosed Back pain treated and
Mature towards owners upon |at the same time the behaviour modification
(7 years) waking/being woken |aggressive behaviour | focused on building
neutered up while sitting on started. Pickle’s security; giving
male the sofa. him his own space free
Terrier ® Growling from constant risk of
® Snapping being disturbed. This
e Biting displayed two-way plan helped
Pickle to overcome his
lack of security and
the problem behaviour
stopped.
TED Defensive aggression |Double elbow Although Ted'’s
Adult towards dogs — dysplasia diagnosed condition improved
(3 years) particularly lively at the same time and his pain reduced
neutered individuals that jump |behaviour occurred. the learnt defensive
male up at him. Operation carried out | association continued.
Labrador ® Growling to treat the concern He required further
® Snarling and pain reduced confidence/coping
® Snapping however sign of mechanism training to
e Biting displayed arthritis developing help him overcome

(future pain possible)

the problem. It is
important to remember
that underlying pain
may cause future
concern and care must
be taken to watch his
signals carefully and
protect where possible
from lively, forceful

play.
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