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To all the dogs that are misunderstood –


and to all the owners who are trying to help them.


We see you.
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Introduction



We’ve all had that one dog – the one that provides such inexpressible comfort that we crave their company. They’re the dogs we miss when we go to work and the ones that make us want to normalise bringing dogs as a ‘plus one’. That one dog we love so much that we find ourselves choking up at the thought that one day we might lose them. That one dog is our soul dog.


Our own soul dogs are the origin story of this book. We’ll start with Danny’s, a Belgian Malinois crossed with a German Shepherd, called Brodie. He was a stunning boy, with soft, black-and-tan graduated markings across his body, adding a sleekness to his muscular stature. His black muzzle swept around his mouth, making him look almost like that infamous supervillain, the Joker, and his upright ears pointed to the sky. Brodie was a formidable-looking dog, but he had another physical feature that made him special: his piercing, orange eyes. They were deeply kind, intelligent and soulful eyes. Looking into them was quite stirring. It was as if they were a window to an old soul, a soul that was profoundly intertwined with Danny’s.


Trained by Danny as a champion protection dog, Brodie was utterly remarkable. He performed so well in working dog trials that he earned his place in the history books as one of Europe’s top 100 Belgian Malinois. Danny and Brodie were inseparable, both on and off the trial fields.


Brodie was a challenging but extraordinarily capable dog. Danny’s connection with him was so natural that it bordered on innate. That level of understanding enabled them to communicate in a way that made them unbeatable. Danny learned a lot from Brodie. In fact, the connection they had caused him to change his approach to training dogs completely.


Danny had learned from many excellent and experienced trainers during his years in the industry, but Brodie brought something different to the table. He didn’t always respond in the way that the textbook said he should. Let’s just say, he didn’t always choose the treat over the squirrel!


Danny could tell Brodie was capable of much more, and he was inspired to experiment with different approaches to train him and to develop new techniques. But most importantly, Brodie taught Danny that every dog is an individual, with its own quirks and style – in the same way as every person is unique. Brodie pushed Danny away from the idea that all dogs learn in one certain way. Instead, dogs have different personalities, temperaments, motivations and genetics, all of which affect their behaviour. Danny now tailors his training to each unique dog in front of him.


Sadly, Brodie was taken too soon, when he was just four-and-a-half years old. Losing Brodie hit Danny like a freight train. The indescribable grief that he experienced sent him on a mission to give people and their dogs the best life they can have in the time they have together. Which, frankly, is far too short.


Brodie’s legacy lives on in every dog Danny trains – and with many years of experience, that number runs into tens of thousands. With compassion, empathy and clear communication, he has helped many clients train their pet dogs to a standard of obedience like Brodie’s. Most had thought their dogs were untrainable and were stunned at the results. Importantly for Danny, his style of training creates a stronger bond between dog and human, giving them new freedoms that they had previously assumed were beyond their reach. This doesn’t necessarily require the same level of time and commitment that you would need to train a working dog, but the foundations result in exceptionally well-trained pet dogs. Every member of Danny’s team of trainers has their own ‘Brodie’ – the one dog who’s challenged them and helped them hone their expertise.


For some of us, that one dog, that soul dog, frustrates us beyond belief. We love them so much, but they behave in a way that challenges us, pushing us to our limits. But, as we know, some of the best things come out of adversity. Dr Sab’s soul dog is one such dog. Luther is an incredibly handsome, dark, chiselled, completely hairless Mexican Xoloitzcuintle.


According to ancient Aztec mythology, the Xolo was created by Xolotl, the god of the Underworld, fire and lightning. Luther certainly wouldn’t look out of place at the gates of hell, with his pointed upright ears, piercing eyes and leathery skin. He looks more like a demon than a Canis lupus. Despite his somewhat unusual looks, he is Dr Sab’s favourite friend. Even if he does attract strange looks from passers-by.


Xolos are one of the few true, primitive breeds surviving today. Their wild tendencies are clear, having been moulded by evolution rather than selective breeding. They have a strong prey drive, triggering them to chase anything that moves, and they are anxious around strangers. They have an inbuilt survival mechanism that makes them innately wary of potential dangers.


Having owned Xolos previously, Dr Sab was well acquainted with all these foibles before she had Luther. She started training him as a puppy, then took him to obedience and agility clubs. He has always been like her shadow, going everywhere with her and sticking to her like Velcro. However, the qualities that make the Xolo so good at surviving in the wild made it harder for Luther to thrive amongst people. He just wanted to chase small, fluffy dogs, and new people made him anxious. So, although he was a model dog when he was on his own with Dr Sab, he needed a bit more help to understand that the world wasn’t out to get him.


Luther led Dr Sab to Danny, who used the dog-centred approach he developed with Brodie to show Luther how to relax, which allowed them to take his obedience to the next level. Spending time with Danny at his Unleashed K9 training centre, Dr Sab saw dog after dog, believed to be irredeemable, completely changed by Danny and his team. Many of the dogs were aggressive towards people and other dogs. Most had already been to multiple trainers, none of whom could help them address their behavioural issues. Some had been deemed a lost cause, and behaviourists had already recommended euthanasia. Fortunately, their owners found Danny, their last hope for redemption. And it paid off. With care, understanding and a forensic knowledge of how dogs learn, Danny gave them a second chance.


Dr Sab was curious – not only in a dog-obsessed way, but also in a science-obsessed way. With a PhD in behavioural neuroscience, her research at Cardiff University focuses on how humans and animals learn and the factors that drive their decisions. She wanted to better understand how we can help more dogs with behavioural problems at their last-chance saloon, so she began a study. Danny, along with other trainers across the UK, started to help Dr Sab collect data to feed into the study, all working together towards improving the welfare of dogs.


Danny and Dr Sab share a curiosity about dogs’ behaviour. Behind every behaviour witnessed there is a myriad of brain connections, neurobiological reactions and activity. Neurons fire and trigger other parts of the brain to light up, chemicals are released into the brain and body, and a thick soup of emotions underlies it all. If you think of the dog’s brain as a supercomputer, millions of calculations underpin each output, which we then see as a behaviour.


Dogs have done incredibly well at living with people for tens of thousands of years. The science shows that they’ve evolved the most spectacular brain mechanisms that draw them closer to people, which hasn’t been seen in any other species. Unlike other animals, parts of their brains are dedicated to reading emotion in human voices, and other parts are super-sensitive to human faces. Their genes predispose them to bond with people, and their neurobiological systems have evolved to experience ‘love’ similarly to humans. When they cuddle with their owner, they release oxytocin – the love hormone – just as people do with each other. There’s a reason dogs are our best friends: their brains are hardwired for that relationship.


Yet dogs have it tough. Despite being in loving homes, with all their creature comforts, they’re seldom understood. You see, we love them so much that we too readily treat them like four-legged people. We mistake their intentions for human intentions. We judge their behaviour as we would human behaviour. And so we’re sometimes unfair to them, thinking they’re deliberately ignoring us when they simply don’t understand in the way we think they do. By assuming human qualities – or anthropomorphising – not only do we sometimes miss what they actually need, but we also so easily miss out on their inherent beauty as dogs.


Danny and Dr Sab want to use everything they’ve learned from both science and practical dog training to help you understand what your dog is thinking and why those thoughts result in unhelpful behaviours at times. Like going crazy at the doorbell, ignoring you as you call them back over the park, or ripping the bin bag open as soon as our backs are turned (and looking particularly guilty about it).


In the following pages, we will take a deep dive into the science behind dogs’ thoughts and behaviour. We will use cutting-edge research to unpack common myths about dogs and their relationships with people.


Each chapter focuses on common behavioural problems and takes you on a walk through the ‘science park’ to show what’s happening in your dog’s brain at the time. We have carefully chosen stories about dogs and their owners* to bring the studies to life using anecdotes everyone with a dog will recognise. All the stories are based on the tens of thousands of dogs Danny has helped over the years. At the end of each chapter, we will guide you through science-backed exercises you can practise at home with your own dog.


There are lots of things you can try to improve your dog’s behaviour. Some of the exercises will teach you how to do new things with your dog, like sniffing out your keys. Others address common behavioural problems, such as barking at the doorbell or pulling on the lead. Feel free to mix and match when teaching any new things, but note that if you’re working on specific problem behaviours these might need a little more attention. We would recommend tackling these one at a time, so you can make sure they’re dealt with before you move on.


We hope that this book will help you learn more about the inner world of your dog so that you can apply that greater understanding to your everyday interactions. We hope it helps you strengthen your bond with your dog even more. Who knows – maybe you’ll even get another . . . or seven! But however many dogs share your life and home with you, we’re certain you’ll have a better relationship with them after reading this book.





* We have changed the names of all the dogs, their owners’ names and descriptions to preserve anonymity.










Chapter 1



What your dog is thinking about you


‘Other’ might strike you as an unusual name for a dog. However, Other was quite an unusual dog. An odd combination of a Vizsla crossed with a Shar Pei, he was about the size of a small Labrador. He had a short, ginger coat that felt like velvet. Other looked as if his skin was just a little too big for him – a bit like his attitude to life.


Despite being an incredibly loving and affectionate dog, he had absolutely zero spatial awareness. He would wiggle through the house with his tail swooshing so hard it knocked over anything in his path. And anything that survived his tail would likely get bumped out of the way by his jiggly bum. Nothing was safe from his clumsiness, and he wasn’t the slightest bit bothered. Convinced that the entire world existed solely for his benefit, he gave off the sense that life was his movie – and that he was the star.


Anita and Toby, a young couple, adopted Other a couple of years ago. Anita was desperate for a dog. For months, she had spent her lunchtime at the investment bank where she worked scrolling through her phone and looking at profiles of dogs needing a home. Toby was less enthusiastic. He was a freelance graphic designer, so he often worked from home and had little desire to add another chore to his day while Anita was out at work.


Eventually, worn down by Anita’s relentless enthusiasm, Toby relented and agreed that they would get a dog. They found Other through a friend of a friend who had an accidental litter of puppies after their neighbour’s Shar Pei chewed a hole in the fence with less than honourable intentions for visiting their Vizsla, who was on heat. At six months old, Other was the last of the litter to find a home. But as soon as Anita saw him, she knew he would be perfect. He wobbled up to them in the living room of his puppyhood home, ginger wrinkles drowning his face and paws so big they looked like they should be his dad’s. He plonked himself down in front of Anita and Toby and lay on his back with his tail wagging, baring his pink belly and inviting them to scratch it.


‘He’s perfect,’ squealed Anita.


Toby shrugged.


‘I guess he’s coming home with us then.’


Anita knew that it was going to work out. She had everything planned. She would walk the pup morning and night, she would train him to do tricks – she’d already found some great videos on YouTube – and she would teach herself everything she needed to know so that Toby wouldn’t be proved right in his assumption that he’d be the one left to do everything. Plus, he was already well on his way to being house-trained (Other, not Toby), so that was one less thing she would have to figure out.


You might be wondering how Other got his name. When they arrived home on Other’s ‘gotcha day’, Anita could sense that Toby didn’t share her excitement. She’d wanted a dog for so long and was desperate for it to work. She wanted him to love the dog as much as she did, so she had an idea that she hoped would make him more invested.


‘I think you should name him,’ Anita said, stroking the dog’s ear softly as he sat between her and Toby on the sofa.


‘Really?’ replied Toby. He was surprised, but touched by Anita’s sincerity. ‘I mean, I would, but I really wouldn’t have the first clue what to call him.’


‘Don’t worry, I’ll send you a couple of options, and you can mull them over.’


Anita pulled up her phone, and after a few minutes of pretend searching for dog names, she opened WhatsApp and typed her pre-prepared shortlist into a poll. ‘Dirk’, ‘Doug’, ‘Derek’ or ‘other’, just to ensure Toby had space to add his own name if he wanted (knowing very well that he wouldn’t). She had always wanted a dog with a human name. Feeling quite pleased with herself, she had combined the grand gesture of letting Toby name the dog while remaining safe in the knowledge it would be one of the names she wanted. She smiled to herself smugly and sent the message to Toby.


Almost immediately, her phone pinged with a response.


‘ “Other”,’ it read. Anita furrowed her brow and responded.


‘You can’t just say “Other”. You need to suggest something. That’s how a poll works when it gives you the option for “other’’.’


‘Then I chose “Other” . . . I think it’s a great name for a dog,’ he replied.


‘You can’t be serious?’


‘You said I could choose. I chose “Other”.’


Anita sighed. Other looked up at Anita, and she was sure he rolled his eyes. Either way, he was named.


Despite Anita’s enormous love for Other, she was convinced he preferred Toby to her. Whenever she and Toby arrived home together, as soon as the front door opened, Other would rush towards them excitedly. His tail would wag so furiously that his haunches would wiggle hard from side to side and his toes would patter across the black-and-white Victorian floor tiles. When Anita outstretched her arms to greet him with ‘Hello boy!’, he would give her a cursory sniff before showering Toby with affection. He would nuzzle and flop his body onto Toby’s legs as he gazed up at his face, tongue flopping goofily out of the side of his mouth and tail wagging even harder. Anita would call him over, and he would glance at her briefly before returning to Toby to collect extra scritches. It was infuriating for Anita. After all, Toby hadn’t even wanted the dog. It was her idea. She didn’t want to be jealous, but she couldn’t help but feel it gripping the pit of her stomach.


She became convinced that Other preferred Toby to her. When she and Toby sat on the sofa together, relaxing in the evening, Other would lie with his stout, orange head across Toby’s lap, not hers. He would sometimes raise his head to lick Toby’s face, while Toby chuckled and sang his rendition of ‘Mr Other, Other . . .’ Shaggy style. Anita would sometimes get kisses, but with nowhere near as much enthusiasm. Other would nap on Toby’s side of the bed when she was at work. Anita hoped this was because she usually left their soft, fleecy throw strewn on his side, but deep down she knew it was because it smelled of Toby. And when they walked Other together, the dog would ignore Anita’s attempts at recalling him but would listen to Toby instantly. ‘You Otherfucker,’ Anita would murmur to herself.


Anita found it all so frustrating. After all, she and Toby both lived with Other. They both took turns to feed him, both walked him, and both loved him equally. So, what is it that makes you important to your dog? What is it that some people do that makes dogs like them over other people?


Researchers from the University of Vienna and the brilliantly named Clever Dog Lab Society set out to investigate how dogs’ relationship with people influences their attention.1 They wanted to see what part of the dog–human relationship affected a dog’s focus. They weren’t convinced that it was just a case of the dog knowing someone. Rather, they wanted to explore whether there could be something about their specific relationship that determines where the dog directs its attention. This point is especially relevant for dogs like Other, who live with and interact with more than one person but seem to have developed a closer bond with one of them.


The study took twenty-four dogs living with two people in the same household. The researchers divided the dogs into two groups, based on the level of interaction and care they had from each person. In one group, both people were equally as engaged with their dog’s care; in the other group, only one person in the house really bothered. The idea behind the study was that in a house with two people, those who interact more with the dog would have a closer relationship. They wanted to see if this closeness – rather than just familiarity – made any difference to the way dogs would focus their attention.


The researchers set up three boxes in a quiet room and brought in three people: the two people the dog lived with, and a stranger. Each person had to interact with the boxes in various ways designed to elicit the dog’s attention to a greater or a lesser degree. For example, they had to crouch down with the box, touch it or search inside it noisily. The experimenters told them not to call for the dog’s attention; they wanted to see which person the dog was naturally most drawn to.


The results showed that dogs paid much more attention to the people who interacted most with them. In fact, in homes where one person didn’t bother much, the dogs only gave them about the same amount of attention as they did to a stranger.


Familiarity with a dog alone wasn’t sufficient to warrant their attention. Rather, the quality of the relationship was by far the most critical factor. People who spent time interacting with their dogs seemed to forge a better bond with them, and their dogs were more interested in them. It’s similar to any friendship group: you might like everyone in it, but there may be one person you get on with best, spend the most time with or would be the first person you call when you’ve got a problem. It’s the same with dogs.


It wasn’t that Other didn’t like Anita: he did. But he forged a much closer relationship with Toby. Part of the reason was because Toby worked at home, so he found himself doing more activities with Other. He would sit at his computer with the dog resting his head in his lap, feeding him bits of digestive biscuit as he dunked them in his tea. At lunchtime, Toby would walk Other down to the local deli to pick up a toasted sandwich and a coffee. On their way back, they would stop at the green and sit together while Toby ate his lunch. Then, they would round off with a quick game of fetch before heading back for the onslaught of afternoon emails. Although both Anita and Toby walked and fed Other, Toby interacted with him far more. He became the bringer of good things in Other’s eyes, and so Other’s eyes were naturally drawn to him more than to Anita.


It wasn’t as simple as the amount of time they spent with each other; the quality of interaction they had during that time counted more. When Anita was at home, she pretty much just co-existed with Other. When she took him out for a walk, she usually had the lead in one hand and her phone in the other, trying to catch up with the day’s social media. She loved Other greatly, but even though she was there, she was never really present. As the research shows, a strong relationship with your dog requires more than just giving it the bare essentials. It is how you interact with your dog that makes the most difference to your bond.


Given dogs have evolved alongside humans for tens of thousands of years, it’s of little surprise that there is something special about their relationship with us. Research has found dogs are exquisitely sensitive to human social cues.2 For example, they follow human gestures, such as pointing to find hidden food. This might sound simple, but humans can only do this well by about fourteen months of age, and chimpanzees struggle to do it at all. But dogs are more willing to follow social cues from humans. Even more incredibly, there seems to be an inherited element to this that has developed as dogs have evolved during domestication with people.


When a dog bonds with us, it feels pretty special. There is something deeply soothing about spending time in the company of your dog. We know from research that it doesn’t just feel good; it positively affects our physiology. The amount of cortisol – the stress hormone – reduces, and our blood pressure decreases.3 For Toby, the mere sight of Other made him feel good. It wasn’t something he could define precisely, just that warm fuzzy feeling when you’re around another being you enjoy spending time with. You have good experiences with them. But how does it feel for your dog? How can we find out what value they truly put on their relationship with us?


Neuroscientists at Emory University in Atlanta, Georgia, have given us a glimpse into the inner workings of the canine brain that might help us to answer that question.4 They used functional magnetic resonance imaging – fMRI for short – which is a technology that maps a person’s brain activity on a screen as their thoughts unfold. A group of scientists have pioneered this with dogs. While this process might not tell us exactly what our dogs are thinking, it certainly gives us a better insight as to what’s happening in their brains.


An fMRI scanner is a huge, doughnut-shaped magnet so powerful that it’s around thirty thousand times stronger than the Earth’s magnetic field. When people – or in this case, dogs – are scanned, the magnetic field interacts with hydrogen atoms inside the body, aligning them in a particular direction. Different regions of the brain need more oxygen as the brain engages in various tasks or responds to stimuli that the experimenters present. Blood increases in these active areas, and fMRI detects these changes. It’s a bit like a real-time movie of your brain at work.


As good as the technology is, it has limitations. Brain scanning in this way measures blood flow, not neural activity, i.e. which neurons activate during a mental function. It’s like trying to judge a car’s speed by looking at the exhaust fumes. You get a good indication, but not the whole picture. It requires a degree of ‘guestimation’.


The complexity of the brain also needs to be considered. The brain is more than just a collection of distinct and isolated regions responsible for specific tasks: it’s a highly interconnected network. Different parts of the brain collaborate to produce thoughts, emotions and actions. So when you see a specific area ‘light up’ on a brain scan, it isn’t as simple as saying that part of the brain is responsible solely for a particular function. It’s much more of a team effort, and fMRI only gives us the highlight reel. Then there is the issue of ‘noise’. Subjects need to stay still inside the scanner, which can be easier said than done. Small movements of the head, even breathing, can result in fluctuations that skew the data. It’s like getting a fuzzy picture when someone moves in the middle of a shot. Researchers use complex algorithms to filter out the noise, but it’s an ongoing challenge.


These difficulties aside, the technology gives us valuable insights into what might happen in our dogs’ brains. This study hoped to find out exactly how much people mean to their dogs through their strongest sense, olfaction – their sense of smell. It looked at what happened in the brain when dogs were exposed to various scents. They were particularly interested in the caudate nucleus, a region of the brain involved in processing positive expectations and rewards. The researchers wanted to see what was happening in the dog’s brain when it smelled a human or a dog they knew and then compare it to what happened when they smelled one they didn’t know, to see if the relationship triggered something different.


A group of twelve dogs were trained to stay still inside an fMRI scanner and were presented with various smells. Scents were collected from the armpits of humans using a sterile gauze pad, and from the ‘business end’ of dogs (in other words, their privates). The scents included the dog itself, a familiar human, a stranger, a familiar dog and an unfamiliar dog.


The scans revealed that the scent of a familiar human activated the caudate nucleus – the pleasure centre – the most. This finding was significant as it showed that dogs not only differentiated that scent from others – so they definitely recognised their humans – but also had a distinct positive emotional response to them: even more so than when they recognised the scent of a familiar dog.


It’s a bit like when you smell the perfume or aftershave of your favourite person, or the smell of cinnamon buns ‘like your gran used to make’. It whisks you back to her kitchen in a wave of nostalgia. That emotional response – that warm fuzzy feeling – is likely down to your caudate nucleus. It’s a critical part of the brain’s reward system. It receives signals from the prefrontal cortex, which is responsible for functions like decision-making and planning, and from the amygdala, a major processing centre for emotions. It also has links to the hippocampus, which processes memory. These inputs help the caudate nucleus evaluate the potential reward that something signals, based on how the dog is feeling at that time, as well as on past experiences.


Based on these evaluations, the caudate nucleus sends signals to other parts of the brain to drive the dog’s behaviour. For instance, it’s part of a system* that connects to dopamine-producing regions of the brain.† When you experience something rewarding, the release of dopamine feels good, reinforcing the behaviour that led to the reward. The more often this circuit is triggered, the more your dog will anticipate good things from you.


The findings from this study show that dogs’ strong positive association with their humans is seriously gratifying to them. There is something special about this relationship: even something that triggers the memory of a person that a dog has bonded with makes it feel really good. The smell of its person activates the caudate nucleus, creating an anticipation of a sense of pleasure and happiness. It’s like smelling our favourite comfort food on a cold and rainy day and feeling instantly soothed. Not because you’re eating the food, but because the idea of the food feels good. In the case of a dog, it’s entirely plausible that this kind of relationship serves as an emotional anchor, making it feel secure. This might be why Other liked to sleep on Toby’s side of the bed; it felt comforting, like the smell on a pillow of someone you miss.


On the face of it, it seems very much as if the connection between dog and person is driven by some sense of mutual love and trust. But is the human the critical part – or is it what the human represents? We feed our dogs and dispense treats willingly. So, is it simply that our dogs feel good when they see this because they associate us with food, and it’s the idea of food that’s making them feel good – not the thought of us?


Another study might help us to answer this question. A team of neuroscientists, Peter Cook, Ashley Prichard, Mark Spivak and Gregory Berns, set up an experiment to understand whether dogs preferred food rewards or social interaction with a person.5 Entitled ‘Awake canine fMRI predicts dogs’ preference for praise vs food’, it used brain scanning again to help understand the biological underpinnings of the relationship between dogs and people and how this can vary from dog to dog.


Dogs were trained to associate three different objects (that were new to them) with three different outcomes. A toy car, a toy horse and a hairbrush were each paired with food, verbal praise and nothing. For instance, every time a toy car was held up in front of the dog, food would follow. A hairbrush would be followed by praise, and a toy horse would be followed with nothing at all. The dog would quickly begin to know that the toy predicted whatever followed it. Once the dogs understood this concept, they were put in a brain scanner and presented with the three objects to see what activity would be triggered in the brain. Again, the scientists were particularly interested in the brain’s reward centre, a specific part of the caudate nucleus called the ventral caudate. The caudate nucleus, as a whole, is involved in a broad range of functions, and the ventral caudate is the part that is most involved with the brain’s reward system.6


The study found that the ventral caudate was much more active when the dogs were presented with an item that signalled praise or food than with the object that signalled nothing. So, the researchers were undoubtedly looking in the right place in the brain. Interestingly, almost 87 per cent of dogs had equal or more activation for praise than for food. In a follow-on experiment outside the scanner, dogs were presented with the two items that could get them praise or food and were allowed to choose between them by approaching the items. And guess what? Their choices correlated strongly with their brain activity in the scanner. Those with greater activation in the ventral caudate when expecting praise chose praise over food, and vice versa. Dogs with similar activity didn’t show much of a preference between praise or food. This shows how dogs are individuals with their own distinct preferences. Part of the joy of having a new dog is working out what it likes and what its quirks are. Just like any new relationship.


What we can see from this study is that the pleasure dogs get from interacting with us means more to them than just food (which is quite incredible when you consider how inherently vital food is to dogs). For many dogs, praise alone is a powerful reinforcer of behaviour. When training Other, Toby usually found that praise was the best way to reward him for doing something right once he had learned a command, like sitting or staying. And it was much better for his diet than constantly feeding him extra treats. More importantly, using praise to reinforce behaviours further strengthened their mutual bond and helped provide Other with clarity about what Toby wanted. It was a communication tool as much as a bonding tool.


We perhaps shouldn’t be surprised by this, given that humans are a part of the social groups that dogs have lived in for thousands of years. Arguably, evolution has shaped their brains to be sensitive to human cues and actions. So, our relationship with dogs is relevant at a profound, biological level. The connection isn’t just behavioural – it’s neurobiological.


One useful physiological indicator of this is a neurotransmitter called phenylethylamine. A neurotransmitter is a chemical messenger that carries signals from one neuron to another, allowing impulses to pass from one cell to the next. Phenylethylamine is believed to be involved in attraction – the start of positive interactions.7 It has an amphetamine-like effect, triggering feelings of elation and exhilaration. One study measured phenylethylamine to indicate how positive interactions were for humans and dogs, and to see if it was implicated at a cellular level,8 and therefore could be involved in the ensuing behaviours.


Professor Johannes Odendaal of the Life Sciences Research Institute in Pretoria in South Africa, and his collaborator Dr Susan Lehmann, a biochemist at the Canadian Centre for Human and Animal Molecular Health in Winnipeg, Manitoba, divided eighteen humans and eighteen dogs into two groups. One group of humans interacted with their own dogs, and the other with unfamiliar dogs. The interactions took place in a quiet, neutral room and involved the humans talking softly to the dogs and stroking them. Both humans’ and dogs’ blood pressure were measured throughout. Blood pressure is often used as a physiological measure to gauge how stressed or relaxed someone is. If the interaction was relaxing, you would imagine blood pressure would reduce; if it was arousing, then it would increase. Blood samples were collected at various points to measure any changes in plasma levels of phenylacetic acid, a catabolite – or a product of the breaking down – of phenylethylamine.


The results showed that both humans and dogs experienced increased phenylacetic acid after a positive interaction. The increase persisted whether the humans and dogs were familiar with each other or not, suggesting that both found the interactions inherently positive. There was an interesting effect on blood pressure. It reduced significantly in people when interacting with their own dogs, but less so when interacting with unfamiliar dogs. On the other hand, dogs had reduced blood pressure when interacting with unfamiliar humans – suggesting they found that more relaxing. But there wasn’t a significant decrease when interacting with their owners. That could be because they were more excited to see their owners. As a side note, the unfamiliar dogs were all used to being handled by many different people in various environments, so it’s likely they were less excited by the situation.


Another study reinforced this by looking at a hormone called oxytocin,9 which is involved in prosocial behaviours like forming bonds with others and keeping those bonds close.10 The study took fifty-five volunteers and their dogs, and found that gazing into each other’s eyes resulted in the release of oxytocin. Longer gazes produced more oxytocin, which suggests there is something about the interaction between dogs and people that is driving their attachment at a biological level.


What was clear from both studies was that dogs and people certainly experienced similar physiological responses to interacting with each other, which seemed to indicate the experience was a positive one. It seems that the bond between humans and dogs isn’t just an emotional one, but a biochemical one too. It’s perhaps no surprise then that the relationship is so strong. What’s incredible is that these changes are happening across two different species.


Be present – don’t just be there


We have seen from science that building a strong, social relationship with your dog means much more than just being around your dog. Instead, you need to be present. Really present. Not just in physical proximity, but mentally as well. Do you know that sense of happiness and anticipation when someone hands you a gift to unwrap? That’s the positive anticipation you can strive to create between you and your dog, where you become the most valuable thing in their world, regardless of any other distractions.




Try this: Make your dog’s name mean something


The name you choose for your dog might be meaningful to you, but how do you make it meaningful to your dog? The simple answer is that what you link it with will become a signal to your dog that allows it to predict what comes next, which over time will result in it paying attention when you call it.


The idea is to condition your dog to respond instantly to its name. When the dog hears it, a hit in its brain’s pleasure centre should be imminent. To do this is relatively simple. Stand in front of your dog and say its name, make sure it’s looking at you, and immediately follow with a treat. Whenever you want to teach your dog to do something new, use something it finds rewarding to encourage it to do it again. After doing this a few times, you can progress by waiting for your dog to look away, and calling its name again, rewarding it as soon as it looks at you.


Repeat this until you say your dog’s name and it turns and looks at you consistently. It’s a good idea to get in the habit of repeating the exercise a couple of times a day for the next few weeks, as you’re going about your business. It doesn’t need to be dedicated training time; just do it as and when you get the chance, to help build up an association between the name and getting something good.


Once your dog knows its name, it’s time to build on that foundation so that it will respond to you whenever it hears it. Say the name, and practise bringing different levels of joy when it looks at you. Sometimes, give your dog a bit of food. Other times, a simple ‘good’ and verbal praise. You could drop to your knees and fuss your dog physically while you praise it. Given what we know about the science, it would be worth taking note of the kind of reward your dog has a preference for. Not that this should become its sole reward; a bit of variety is the spice of good dog training.


Eventually, you can progress this to challenging your dog with something that’s mildly distracting, but enough that might compete for their attention. Like holding a dog biscuit and drawing the dog’s attention away from you, and then saying its name and rewarding it with a better treat (like cheese or meat – steak is always better than biscuits to a dog!) so it learns that giving attention to you is always worthwhile.


Through this exercise, the dog learns that not only does hearing its name lead to good things, but also that all those good things come from you. You are constantly strengthening your bond while ensuring your dog is always attentive to its name. Remember, this also means it’ll be focused on you. You never know when that might be a lifesaver, enabling you to get your dog’s attention before it notices something that will get it into trouble – like a tasty snack dropped on the floor that might be bad for it. Throw this exercise in freely whenever you’re with your dog.


Try this: Make sure everything of value in some way involves you


Make yourself the primary source of fun for your dog. This doesn’t mean incessantly showering your dog with treats, toys and fuss. While there’s a place for that, what we mean here is ensuring that you are an intrinsic part of everything that your dog does. Make the time you spend with your dog count. When you’re walking, be present. Avoid scrolling on your phone or sending messages while you’ve got the lead in your hand. Make the most of your time together.


If you have toys for your dog, don’t leave them out so that it can play with them when it feels like it. Instead, you bring out the toy and play with your dog. Whether it’s a tug toy you can bring to life by holding on one end while your dog pulls the other, or a ball you can throw to play fetch with, make toys a symbol of playtime with you rather than something to distract your dog from you.


Try this: Teach your dog to relax


Teaching your dog to switch off and relax might be one of the most powerful ways to strengthen your bond. This might sound counterintuitive, but it’s imperative for your dog to be contented when it is either with you in the face of distractions, or at home without you. Some dogs are fine with being home alone, while others struggle a little more. Some others experience separation anxiety. They become hypervigilant and experience negative emotions, resulting in unwanted behaviours, from nuisance barking to chewing up furniture, and in extreme cases they can even self-harm. This is one of the most common behavioural problems that owners report, and it can affect their bond with their dog. It can even reduce a dog’s lifespan.11


The good news is that almost all dogs can benefit from steps you can take to reduce the anxiety they might experience when you’re not around. The basis of this is a solid and healthy relationship with you – the emphasis being on healthy – where you can use routine to teach your dog what will happen daily, enabling it to predict outcomes. Dogs are always happier when they can predict the outcomes of a situation. It gives them a sense of familiarity and confidence because they know what will happen next.


The first step in teaching your dog to switch off is practising this at home. Here, you can control things that your dog might find distracting and, consequently, you can set it up for success.


Give your dog a safe space at home where it can relax and isn’t free to roam around and practise behaviours you don’t want – like scratching your doors or chewing your chair legs. A dog crate is an excellent option.


Dogs love dens – wild dogs will often use dens – and, when done right, a crate can provide your dog with the same sense of comfort and security. There are added benefits to getting your dog comfortable in a crate. If it is sick and needs to stay at the vet, it will likely spend some time in a crate. It will probably be in a crate if it needs to travel. So, whether you choose to use a crate as a regular fixture at home or have a free-roaming dog, it still pays to get your dog comfortable spending time in a den-like crate.


Make sure it is cosy, and put a dog bed or blankets inside so your dog has a comfy place to lie. It should also be large enough for your dog to stand up, turn around and stretch out. Ideally, place the crate in a room that you don’t sleep in, so your dog gets comfortable with having time on its own. Most people use the kitchen or dining room, but it can be any room that suits. It’s better to be somewhere that people aren’t congregating (to begin with at least; we can change this later when your dog has got the hang of things), so your dog doesn’t get over-stimulated when you’re trying to teach it to switch off.


There is a lot of misinformation around crate training – and it’s actually much easier than you might think. The crate should be somewhere your dog enjoys spending time. It’s not to be used as a ‘sin bin’. Instead, your dog should have good associations with spending time there. In most cases, you can create these good feelings by getting your dog to have good experiences in the crate. For example, put its food and water in there so that it associates the essentials it needs with being in the crate. A treat or two every time you put your dog in the crate can work as a positive precursor. If you’re going to give your dog a dental chew, do so in the crate (make sure you vary the times so that the dog doesn’t start to predict it and play up when the treat doesn’t come, which might hinder its settling down).


You might find your dog barking or whining a little when you first start using a crate. This is normal; ignore it and let it settle down alone. Don’t make a molehill into a mountain! The crate isn’t generally a big issue, but overcomplicating it can lead to problems. If you respond to your dog’s barks, it will quickly learn that barking brings you back, and will continue to bark to get you to return. If, however, your dog doesn’t settle and shows signs of greater anxiety or behaviours that could be signs of distress, like chewing at the bars or destroying the bedding, stop and work with a trainer. Most dogs will settle relatively quickly, but some may need a little more work or an alternative approach.


Start practising this exercise when you have a few hours at home with your dog. Start small by popping your dog in the crate for short periods, just five or ten minutes before returning (but only when the dog is quiet), taking it out, and doing something with it.* This might be going for a walk, doing a little training, or playing a game of tug or fetch. The idea is that quiet time in the crate is followed by fun time with you, which is the foundation of your solid bond. It also teaches your dog that you always return. The more your dog experiences you returning, the more confident it will be that you always will and the less likely it will be to experience separation anxiety. At night, don’t be afraid to pop your dog in the crate to sleep; they might whine a little, but should settle soon enough.


Once your dog is happy to spend time alone in the crate quietly, while you’re pottering around at home, you can move on to teaching your dog to switch off in the house when it’s out of the crate. Again, the key is to start small and build up. Patience is key!


Pop a ‘house lead’ on your dog – usually, a thinner, lighter version – that it can wear in the house. You don’t need to hold it all the time. Your dog can go about its business with the lead trailing behind it. But having the lead there means you can grab hold of it and control your dog, to help it understand what you’re asking it to do.


Choose a time when you’re relaxing, like watching the TV or flicking through the papers, and have your dog sit or lie down next to your feet. If the dog tries to get up and move away, calmly use the lead to return it to its position by you, and carry on. Stay composed, without fussing or interacting too much. The idea should be that your dog is learning to relax, so getting it excited will set it up to fail. Be mindful not to do something that ‘rewards’ your dog for moving out of position, or ‘breaking the stay’, like giving it fuss or attention. This will tell it that moving out of position is fine and a surefire way of getting some rewarding interaction with you. Be boring – the fun comes later! One indicator that the dog is relaxed is an audible sigh, and it curls up. When you get that, you’ve nailed it.


Once your dog is happy to switch off in the house, try to take this up a level and teach it to relax with you when it’s out and about. Find a bench to sit on for a while, and sit your dog by your feet. There will be many more interesting things that compete for your dog’s attention outside, be that other people walking by, sounds carried on the wind or interesting smells. It might feel like you’re going back to basics, but be consistent and patient. When your dog looks at you, you can say ‘good’ and reward it. This reinforces that, in the face of distractions, focusing on you brings good things. If your dog gets up, put it back in position. With some consistency, your dog will soon be happy to sit with you calmly as the world goes by.


Then you can repeat the process in cafés, pubs and anywhere else you like to frequent with your dog. Remember: just as we are individuals, so are dogs. Some might settle quickly, and some might take more time. Always work with your dog and its specific needs. If your dog settles in the crate immediately, you might find you can progress through the stages more quickly. Others might take several weeks to learn to turn off in a particular place. Ensure your dog has reached that place of comfortably switching off before progressing to more distracting environments. Patience is key – you’re in this for the long haul so don’t be disheartened if it hasn’t worked after a few days. You must be consistent.
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