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Introduction


Dogs are a gift to us.


They are loyal companions, trusted allies and part of the family all rolled into one. We go to great lengths to provide for our furry friends. We invite them into our homes, feed, protect and care for them. However, despite us living side by side with dogs for thousands of years, they are still very much misunderstood.


Imagine living in a world you can’t make sense of, where the rules constantly change. A world where the people you live with do not speak your language and you can’t distinguish a friend from an enemy. Imagine potential threats coming at you every day and your loved ones are looking to you for protection. And in return for putting your life on the line for them, imagine that you get punished, abandoned or suffer a worse fate. You’ve just put yourself in the mind of millions of dogs around the world.


Every dog desperately wants to be understood by their human family so they’re able to relax and enjoy their life. Unfortunately, there are countless scenarios where this is not the case. These dogs exhibit a wide range of behavioural problems – from pulling on the lead and not listening when called, to aggression and nervousness. These problems put the relationship under strain, and are unpleasant for all involved.


Many dedicated owners seek to address problematic behaviour with corrective techniques sourced from books, television, the internet, dog trainers, family and friends. Yet despite their best efforts, even the most experienced of dog owners can meet a particularly challenging case and fail in their mission.


Those who manage to correct their dog’s problem behaviour often do so by distracting or controlling it with the aid of a gadget, or through excessive exercise. But what if there was something important we were all missing? What if there was a more effective approach that would allow us to listen and communicate with our dogs on a much deeper level?


The purpose of this book is to help you achieve the perfect relationship with your dog. It is a narrative that reveals the key principles to securing your dog’s wellbeing. This information will empower you in your role as guardian to ensure your dog is happy, well-behaved and looks to you for guidance.


The Dog Guardian begins by examining how the dog has evolved from its wolf ancestors to live with us in our homes. This is significant because understanding the evolution process helps us understand the core principles of canine nature, language and hierarchy.


We then look at the different ways to train a dog. There are generally two schools of thought. One side relies on stimulus response training and believes an understanding of wolf behaviour has next to no relevance in understanding domestic dogs. The other side believes an understanding of wolf behaviour is crucial to understanding a dog’s motivation. Each side has their own ideas, theories and practices that appear to get results, but there are misunderstandings on both sides.


The side that dismisses wolf-pack hierarchy ideas uses a variety of techniques, including positive and negative reinforcement, and conditioning methods to address undesirable behaviour. Using these techniques often results in failing to explore the reasons behind this behaviour.


On the other side are those who have seriously misinterpreted how wolf behaviour can translate to dogs in our home life. These errors are mainly due to people seeing aggressive wolf behaviour as a justification to use force when ‘training’ their dogs. This backward philosophy has caused many to distance themselves from any wild canine comparisons. As a result, terms such as ‘alpha’, ‘pack leader’ and ‘dominance’ have become very unpopular with some. In this book, I hope to explain how the thinking on both sides has come about and how we can move on from this.


We then examine the core factors in securing our dog’s wellbeing: the dog’s needs and the owner’s role as fulfiller of needs. Popular belief teaches us what our dogs need and what we must do each day to fulfil them. However, in The Dog Guardian, we use a hierarchical model of needs, which is a different model from current practice. This model will shed new light on the motivation behind a dog’s behaviour by identifying what is most important for the dog at the time. Once you know exactly what your dog needs and how important those needs are in each moment, it creates a deeper understanding and a stronger bond between you and your dog. This knowledge could potentially save you thousands of misdirected training hours of turmoil and stress, when all that is needed is a simple change of mindset. Identifying the dog’s needs is very important because unfulfilled needs are the root cause of all undesirable behaviour.


Communication is crucial to the relationship between humans and dogs, and this book looks at how the dog can misinterpret its role, believing it is responsible for fulfilling its own and the family’s needs. Problems then arise, as a dog is not capable of fulfilling its own needs in a human world, resulting in undesirable behaviour, ranging from the subtle to the dramatic.


Observing how wild canines interact with one another gives us a deep insight into how they have managed to communicate and understand each other’s intentions for millions of years. We translate this language into step-by-step instructions so you can successfully communicate with your dog. And once you achieve that, you can reinforce the message that you are the needs fulfiller. In turn, your dog will look to you for information regarding its needs in each area of its life. Once your dog can assess your reactions and trust your decisions, it is reassured about the world around it – and behavioural problems disappear.


Next, we examine how the environment can affect a dog’s emotional state of mind to trigger undesirable behaviour. This information will allow you to identify your dog’s emotional state by reading the signals that convey its concerns. By correctly identifying what affects your dog’s state, you will be empowered with a course of action to avoid and interrupt these experiences and, instead, plan a series of positive experiences to ensure the dog’s confidence grows in every situation. This involves three elements: planning what your dog is subjected to, and ensuring a series of positive experiences; making quick decisions to avoid a rise in your dog’s anxiety; and using techniques to reduce your dog’s state if anxiety does rise. These steps will reinforce your position as an effective decision-maker, whilst also teaching your dog self-control.


This means we need to examine our leadership style, management of situations and mindset, all of which are very important because it is ultimately our actions that make the difference between falling at the first hurdle and tackling the most difficult cases. This book explains how to do this by identifying good leadership traits, and suggesting how to manage home life so your dog has many positive lessons and experiences. Ultimately, this will build their trust in you and strengthen your relationship.


Sharing my clients’ cases will reinforce the information in this book. These cases delve deeper into behavioural problems and how they can be overcome. I have had many experiences of both working with dogs on their own and guiding owners in how to address their dogs’ undesirable behaviours. In my work, I have encountered setbacks and experienced struggles. But the success of each story demonstrates how the dog has taught both the owner and myself valuable lessons in becoming good leaders by mastering canine language; in each case, only when the owner and I got the communication right did the dog follow.


My hope is that by using this book, you can build a happier and more fulfilling relationship with your dog, based on understanding, trust and effective leadership.
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Chapter 1


The Canine Journey


‘According to Darwin’s Origin of Species, it is not the most intellectual of the species that survives; it is not the strongest that survives; but the species that survives is the one that is able best to adapt and adjust to the changing environment in which it finds itself.’ (Leon C. Megginson)


In the beginning


Our love for dogs has allowed their numbers to flourish all around the world, as we invite them into our homes and feed, care and provide for them. It is clear they would not be around in their existing numbers today if we hadn’t joined forces; but it is even speculated that many of us would not be here today if it weren’t for their help.


They have acted as guards for our protection, hunters to help us get food and herders for our livestock. We have crime-fighting police dogs, guide dogs to help the blind and rescue dogs to save lives. And for most of us, they act as companions, giving us unconditional love and thus fulfilling our human needs.


But our relationship was not always like this, so just how did it all begin?


Origins of the canine


The path to the modern-day dog started 55 to 60 million years ago in the form of the Miacids. Miacids were small, tree-dwelling animals with long tails and bodies, which lived on a diet of small animals and insects. They were split into two groups: viverravines and vulpavines. Both varieties of Miacid would prove to be extremely adaptable over their next evolutionary stages.


The viverravines became hunters, using ambushing techniques and stealth to take down prey, and evolved into felines. The vulpavines had an amazing ability to adapt to available food and weather conditions: a huge evolutionary advantage that allowed them to inhabit nearly every environment. They eventually evolved into canines.


Around 20 million years later, the dawn dog (or Hesperocyon) evolved from the vulpavines. Its teeth were not like the cat’s sabre teeth, but were instead all set inside its muzzle. No longer a tree-dwelling animal, the dawn dog had a low body and lengthy tail, allowing it to move quickly in the undergrowth. Its diet consisted of small animals, and so did not require it to live in large packs to take down prey, but with the help of a mate, the dawn dog could claim territory and defend it.


Over the next two million years, the descendants of the dawn dogs evolved into two main groups, which still inhabit the planet today: lupines (wolf-like) and vulpines (foxes).


The evolution of prey such as antelope and zebra led to the lupines’ need to unite in order to successfully catch their prey. As the lupines collaborated, their communication skills around food, hunting, protection, status and bringing up the young developed to form a co-operative group. By comparison, foxes continued to find small prey and so became solitary hunters that do not need to possess such a large repertoire of interspecies communication.


Over time, the success of pack formation for the lupines allowed the species to thrive and emerge into the variations we see today, such as the coyote and the formidable grey wolf.


The wolf pack formation


Wolves form packs for their best chance at survival, as they are all faced with the daily struggle of starvation, risk of injury, and acquiring and holding on to territory. Their environment is hostile and unforgiving, with the average life expectancy a mere four years. Wolves are dependent on a strong, solid unit, with two animals in charge: the alpha male and female. It is this pair’s responsibility to fulfil the pack’s needs.


The pack is often made up of a breeding pair and their offspring, but it can become more complex, adapting its membership by any means necessary in order to survive; for example, in more secluded environments, wolves may allow foreign members to breed with a pack member to ensure genetic diversity.


Wolf communication


Wolves have evolved to master a wide range of communication skills. These cover social status, as well as expressing feelings and mood. They also convey a complex array of information through a variety of methods, including observation, play and interaction. Communication for wolves and dogs alike is three-dimensional and varied, entailing sight, touch, sound, scent and taste.


[image: Image Missing]


Language


When communicating, wolves will use their bodies to convey alertness, anger, fear, defensiveness, aggression, suspicion, relaxation, tension, happiness, fondness, playfulness, hunting and occupied territory, using all five senses.


Visual communication


They will use posture and gestures, facial expressions, eyes, ears, teeth, lips, forehead, eyebrows, torso, tail and stance to demonstrate status and mood, and so display a multitude of signals – to back off or approach for play, for instance.


Touch


Touch can be used for friendly behaviour, affection and interaction with the pack. It reduces levels of stress and is necessary for the pups’ development. Touch may also be used in ritualised fighting, courtship and play, or as a last resort to address heated situations.


Sounds


There are a variety of sounds used by wolves, including:




	Barking – to alert the rest of the pack that they’re in imminent danger.


	Whimpering/whining – to show submission or pain.


	Growling/snarling – to let others know to back off.


	Howling – to call back separated pack members, or to let rival packs know of their presence. Some biologists believe wolves howl to express happiness and to mourn the deaths of other pack members.





Smell


The wolf’s sense of smell, being so much greater than a human’s, has a multitude of uses, including:




	To identify the sex, status, age and health of another of the species.


	To locate food/prey, danger, rivals and territory. It is speculated that wolves use scent-rolling to hide their natural smell for hunting purposes.


	To mark territory to send the message to neighbouring wolf packs that the area is occupied.





Taste


Little is known about wolves communicating with taste, as the behaviour can easily be confused with their natural scent abilities. It is understood that, although they can distinguish between the four major groups of taste – sweet, sour, bitter and salty – they have less than a quarter of the taste receptors on their tongues that humans have.


Wolf language is often subtle and can be used to settle pack conflicts before they become serious disputes, without wasting too much energy, much like an apology or an acknowledgment can in our own language. Wolves can use aggression in heated situations, but aggression is a small part of wolf life, whereas day-to-day bonding and the responsibility of fulfilling the pack’s needs play a huge part (television documentaries often show aggression over bonding to make the programmes more compelling). Wolves invest much time in nurturing their young and preparing them with the skills needed to help the pack survive.


Wolves are not only strong and fit but they are also extremely competent at working together within the pack, which would otherwise become dysfunctional and would not survive. It is, however, ultimately the leaders who are responsible for the pack’s survival. If they do not fulfil this role then the pack’s needs are not being met, and the other pack members could die from starvation or attack, or during the hunt. So it is vital that the leaders are suitable for the job. The subordinates will observe their leaders’ competency in the role and, depending on the pack structure, may leave, or in some cases, even challenge the leaders for the role.


Pack life is complicated and diverse, and can resemble a soap opera, with its sibling disputes, unauthorised offspring pregnancies, friendships and fallouts. We share common ties with the wolf, its family life and its bonds. Perhaps, with all of these similarities, this is the foundation of why we widely accept the dog as a friend.


From wolf to dog


Exactly when, where and how the dog evolved from its wild ancestor has been in debate for many years by evolutionary scientists. The origins of domestication occurred somewhere between 12 and 50,000 years ago. There is no definitive answer as it is hard to pinpoint exactly when it occurred for a couple of reasons, one being that dogs may have evolved from wolves in different regions in the world at different times. The other reason is that scientists were previously looking for the physical changes that occurred from wolf to dog, whereas the domestication process was primarily a psychological change. The dog most certainly looked like a wolf for many years. Native Americans, for example, did not selectively breed their dogs, which consequently maintained their wolf aesthetics.


Studies on where domestication happened have pointed to Europe, the Middle East, China and, most recently, Central Asia.


How the dog became a domesticated animal is also the subject of many theories, including wolves becoming tame because of lingering around the outskirts of villages for scraps of food when people abandoned their meals. Biologist Raymond Coppinger believed that these wolves would have had a decreased flight distance (the distance a wild animal keeps between itself and perceived danger), and as a result, they would have slowly become used to human activity and domesticated themselves. Over time, they would breed and the pups would be more socialised to human interaction; and so the wolf evolved to befriend the human. Another theory involves early socialisation of found puppies. The theory goes that we found them, fed them and nurtured them into tame wolves.


There is, however, a big difference between a tame and a domesticated animal. Taming an animal involves conditioning it to become used to human company, whereas the domestication process involves the altering of the animal’s genes, resulting in the animal wanting and needing human company to survive.


Raymond Coppinger states that even tamed wolves aren’t likely to be docile when it comes to food or breeding. He explains: ‘I work with tamed wolves all the time. I don’t care how tame they are, try to take their bone away. It’s even worse when it comes to breeding. You start to fool around with wolves when they’re in a courtship performance, you could die right there on the spot.’ In both accounts, early socialisation may tame a wolf around humans but it will not domesticate it.


In an attempt to find clues as to how the domestication from wolf to dog may have happened, scientists in Russia organised a breeding experiment with silver foxes. The aim was to see the behavioural, biological and physical changes that would occur as a result of human conditioning and attempted domestication. A study lasting over forty years showed adaptation responses and physiological variations that occurred within six generations as a result of human interference and an absence of natural selection. The results were of great interest. They produced phenotype variations similar to domestic dogs, such as floppy ears, colour changes, shorter/curled tails, altered skull dimensions and abnormal underbites (like the bulldog’s), as well as a biological change in the foxes’ oestrus cycles, in which a few females would have two annual cycles like the dog. They possessed juvenile characteristics and would whine, lick and try to get human attention. It is thought that these traits, if possessed by canines in the wild, would be a weakness and they would not have survived.


A study led by geneticist Kerstin Lindblad-Toh at Uppsala University in Sweden (published in Nature online magazine) reveals that wolves first became domesticated by eating scraps of human food, which led to the positive selection of a genetic mutation allowing the digestion of starch, which has subsequently been added to the dog’s genes but is missing in the wolf’s. Another study (published in PLoS Genetics) suggests that dogs did not evolve from the modern-day wolf but a more closely related wolf ancestor that is now extinct.


There are still many questions left to answer regarding just when, where and how the split happened, but many scientists agree on why humans and canines joined forces: to better fulfil their own needs for survival. Once the relationship evolved, it was mutually beneficial, as wolves benefited from a steadier food supply and the use of our weapons to take down prey, increasing their chances of living longer. Wolves helped to protect us and find and drive game, with their superior tracking abilities and speed.


The years that have passed


The wolf is an aloof animal, one that instinctively rejects human company, so the domestication process would involve selectively breeding from the ones that displayed the most social traits toward humans, allowing us to work together to achieve the same objectives.


In a pack of wild wolves, or many other canine packs, it is usually the leaders that breed to ensure only the best characteristics are passed on to the next generation, to keep the species strong and avoid overpopulating. When cohabiting with people, however, this wasn’t the case. The wolf – or more accurately, as the evolution process took hold, the wolfdog – attached itself to a consistent food supply, and so breed control was not enforced.


The wolfdogs’ appearance subsequently changed because natural selection was no longer a predominant factor. They now had us to help keep them alive. As a result, their brains and jaws were not put to the test daily, as they would have been in order to take down elk and other large prey on their own, and their natural strength was no longer needed to survive. This, along with the changing environment, the absence of controlled breeding and food being more abundant, affected their behaviour. Their motivations changed, which resulted in different forms of communication, such as howling subsiding due to not needing to call back separated members, and adapting their barking to alert us to dangers and to get attention. The dog’s need to claim a large territory in which its prey lived diminished over the years, but it is still a present instinct, as demonstrated by its reaction to an ‘intruder’.


Over the years, a weaker but tamer companion was eventually created: the dog. It went from survival of the fittest to survival of the most co-operative.


As our journey together continued, inbreeding was actively practised to design dogs that were suitable for the jobs we had in mind. People with dogs would see the benefits of certain changes that were happening over time, and would then selectively breed from those animals in order to maintain certain traits. Some were bred to have thick coats to keep them warm in colder climates, whilst others were bred to have small bodies so they could fit down holes too small for humans.


The German Shepherd, for example, had to be big but not too heavy to be quick, and had to be alert and trainable. Breeders wanted a highly intelligent dog that was not just capable of responding to the handler but also of thinking for itself when working with a flock. It had to be able to stand up to a ram but not alarm it by making too much noise or attacking the sheep.


Selective breeding over the last 50 years has mainly been for aesthetic purposes, to fit specific shapes and sizes for companionship, rather than for their function. The majority of dogs we have now are not usually used for their original purposes of protection, hunting and herding, etc., and generally have a different role: that of a companion, offering unconditional love.


Dogs in our homes


During the evolution from wolf to dog, many environmental changes and physical changes to the dog have occurred. These changes have only enhanced the dog’s need to attach itself to a human to gain food, shelter and protection in order to survive.


In return for providing for their needs, we are blessed with a non-judgemental, loyal friend who truly appreciates us. Dogs regularly display their appreciation with affection, love, patience and their willing-to-please attitude.


Their enthusiasm for life is a joy to observe. Their company brightens our days by making our walks fun and our evenings cosy. They regularly make us laugh as they unknowingly pull faces, thump us with their tails and manage to have fun in seemingly boring situations. They break down social barriers as they compel total strangers to smile and talk to us. The mere sight of them can turn our sadness into smiles, anger into acceptance and seriousness into play. Living with a dog also has proven health benefits, as our blood pressure decreases when we stroke them, and they motivate us to exercise more. The overall positive effect they have on our wellbeing cannot be measured.


Once the human and dog attachment forms, in many cases, we have a happy, well-behaved dog that fits in with our lives. However, there are also many situations in which dogs don’t behave quite as we want them to – from pulling on the lead and not coming back to us when we call them, to confused, frightened, overexcited, nervous or aggressive behaviour. This puts the relationship under strain. Both human and dog want a peaceful life together, but problem behaviours exist due to a lack of understanding.




Chapter 2


Training Models


‘We are drowning in information but starved for knowledge.’ (John Naisbitt)


There have been many theories from dog trainers, scientists and owners on the most effective ways to correct a dog’s undesirable behaviour. The theories have divided people’s opinions for many years and exhibit a wide variety of techniques such as positive reinforcement, negative consequence, force, distraction, associative learning, the use of gadgets and tools, and many others.


With all the different advice from television programmes, books, the internet and other dog owners, it has become very difficult to determine the most effective approach. This is in part due to proven ‘results’ attached to all the theories, with many people using similar methods but giving them different interpretations. All the theories have one thing in common: they are aimed at stopping undesirable behaviour and creating new, desirable habits.


Typically, the training models of dog behaviour fall into two categories: top-down and bottom-up. The top-down model is a study of behaviour as it was in the wild. This seeks to find an explanation for natural behaviour and examines the dog’s changes in the context of environment and evolution. This can be a confusing study due to the many influences that affect behaviour in each situation.


The bottom-up approach is based on using corrective techniques but does not always incorporate environmental conditions and the dog’s nature. In both these models, there are many practices and ideas that carry a different perspective. Each model has valuable information that can help us better understand dogs.


Learned behaviours


Perhaps the most well-known technique that assists in training dogs was discovered by the Russian physiologist, Ivan Pavlov. Pavlov noticed that dogs would salivate when an assistant entered the room with food. However, one day, he noticed that the dogs also salivated when the assistant entered without any food, and so it occurred to him that this response might not be down to a physiological process. Pavlov began further experiments to see if salivation was a learned response, using an unassociated stimulus – in this case, the sound of a bell, which he rang every time food was served. After many conditioning experiments with the bell and food, Pavlov discovered that the dogs would salivate on hearing the bell, and hence that dogs can become conditioned to a response. Pavlov’s conditioning techniques are a valuable tool in training, especially for police, assistance and rescue dogs.


Another experiment into dog behaviour was conducted by Seligman and Maier in the 1960s, in which two groups of dogs were introduced to a pain stimulus in the form of an electric shock. The first group could stop the stimulus by depressing a lever, but for the second group, the lever did nothing. Once the dogs had been conditioned, the researchers continued the experiment by putting each group into a large box with two compartments separated by a low wall in the middle. On one side of the wall, the dog would get a shock, but on the other, it would be safe, and the dog could easily jump over the wall to the side free from pain. The first group of dogs, who depressed the lever in the first experiment, had learned that their actions could influence the outcome; that is, that they could easily escape pain by jumping over the wall. The second group, however, somewhat surprisingly, just lay where they were, whining. Earlier in the experiment, the lever did nothing to alleviate the pain, so the dogs believed it was going to happen regardless of whether they jumped the wall or not, and they figured – why bother? In this group, the dogs had learned helplessness to a situation.
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Understanding conditioning responses and how patterns of behaviour form from a bottom-up approach is very useful, but they do not tell us everything about the dog’s needs, nature and psychology, or its relationships with others.


Correcting without questioning


As many training practices in each model appear to achieve results, it is just as important to ask why they are working as it is how to address behaviour. The dog-training market promotes an abundance of different training techniques that encourage owners to control, distract, mask or redirect problem behaviour rather than actually address it. For example, using force can appear effective in stopping a dog’s undesirable behaviour, but this is a costly victory. A forceful owner may expect the dog to be obedient and conform to their commands, but an obedient dog is not necessarily a happy dog. If a dog bites back in a situation in which it was being forcefully confronted, I would consider that a natural reaction, whereas the forceful owner may have the animal put down for not being co-operative. The nature of the canine is good, or at least neutral, and not intrinsically evil. Undesirable behaviours are secondary reactions that occur from these incidents, and are natural under the circumstances. Punishing the dog rather than respecting their nature will produce more problems than it will settle. As the saying goes, ‘If force is the answer then you are asking the wrong question’. Any lesson that involves force or confrontation cannot be practised safely for the dog or the person, and so should not even be an option.


The common forms of training that fail to deal with the issue behind the behaviour can be highlighted with an example of a dog that is terrified when visitors encroach on its territory, and consequently barks to get rid of them. Traditional dog-training solutions to these types of problems include commanding the dog to sit in a stern voice when people approach, which is a form of control, or instructing each visitor to give the dog food on their arrival (as I saw recently on a television programme). Each of these tactics to silence the dog may appear to ‘work’. The technique that uses negative reinforcement to control (or even intimidate) the dog when someone comes to the door may see success in the form of the dog abiding by the command. Or the technique that uses positive reinforcement, with a stranger arriving at the door and rewarding the dog, will build a new neural association for the dog regarding what the presence of strangers means, leading to positive behaviour.
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