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For my husband and my children: never stop believing that you can make a difference, no matter how small that change may be. This book is the proof of that. xx


For Gussy, Cookie Dough, Barnie Boy, Freddy Bear, Pip Squeak and Happy, and every other dog I’ve ever met, worked and played with.




Every effort has been made to ensure that the information in this book is accurate. The information may not be applicable in each individual case so it is advised that professional veterinary advice is obtained for specific health matters. Neither the publisher nor the author accepts any legal responsibility for any injury or other damage or loss arising from the use of the information in this book.
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INTRODUCTION


Why This Book Is Here


Last summer, I sat on Walberswick beach in Suffolk, on a family holiday with my parents, my sister and her children and my kids. We had lost our darling Fred, a Great Dane, in the April, and so for the first time in the history of my children’s lives, we were without a dog. I felt bereft, as both the beach and our entire English seaside holiday were perfect for a dog.


As we sat there together, I noticed a family with a little black Labrador puppy, the breed that my six-year-old son was absolutely desperate for us to get. Watching the family, I had to physically restrain myself from going over to intervene.


It wasn’t that they were being cruel, unkind or nasty – it was simply that they didn’t understand that the way they were playing and teasing the dog would come back to, literally, bite them on the bum.


The puppy was probably around twelve weeks old. The dad was playing a game of lying on the sand with the puppy and teasing him with his hands, and the kids joined in. Stoking the puppy up, getting him to chase their hands, which inevitably turned into play biting – to which the dad took offence. The pup was told off by both dad and kids. Yet they were the ones who began the game, they were the ones who pushed him, encouraged him to chase their hands and then were annoyed when his excitement bubbled over into biting.


This chubby puppy, full of love and wonder, didn’t understand what he was being told off for. So he began to walk away, using the most gentle tactic a dog knows: to disengage. When he tried, though, they wouldn’t allow him to walk away. One child grabbed him from behind and brought him back into the group on the sand.


This was just a brief interaction, no more than a few minutes long. But, watching from along the beach, I could see that it taught that young puppy several things that would stick, including:




	You get shouted at if you play


	Humans can’t be trusted


	Walking away doesn’t work.





That puppy was wonderful. I could have scooped him up in my arms and run off with him into the sunset. All I could think about was how they were creating issues that, in a few months and years, they would need to spend a lot of time and effort and potentially money on changing. Which just seemed ridiculous. These were not mean owners, and they didn’t intend to be unkind. They just did not understand that their interactions would create lasting impressions, with consequences for their dog’s future behaviour.


I understand that we all make mistakes. It’s impossible not to, and it’s also one of the ways we learn to do better. Yet we are putting to sleep around 30,000 dogs a year in the UK and around 670,000 in the USA. And as a dog behaviourist it is my experience that these issues more often stem from the behaviour of the owner than that of the dog, who is just being a dog, and needs to be understood like one.


I believe a happier relationship with your dog starts with you, the owner. This is a book to empower you, to help you consider your dog’s point of view, to enable you to create a lifelong bond with the amazing animal who shares your life.


When I work with puppies, dogs and rescue dogs, it is my task to help prevent or remedy issues, to help families build a trusting, loving, secure relationship with their new dog. And this is the very reason that this book is here – to help you do the same. To help you not make the innocent mistakes made by those puppy owners on the beach. I believe in setting people and dogs up to succeed, and this is what this book is all about.


You will not find step-by-step guides on how to teach your puppy to sit within these pages. This book is about far more than that. It is about understanding your dog, seeing why certain traits or habits form, and what you can do about them. About how you can learn about the incredibleness of your dog and to enable you to live a more content life together.


Life is never perfect, and I don’t promise you the perfect puppy or dog. My method is about moving forward with love and empathy, starting where you are now, and loving your dog in the way they deserve.


I believe this book tells you everything your dog would tell you if it could.


Dogs rule. Let’s get to know them better.


L


x




PART ONE


Understanding Your Dog




CHAPTER ONE


Your Dog


I am not a sheepdog trainer, a gun dog person or a canine agility expert. Instead, my work is entirely based around dogs as human companions, as that is all I know and it is all I want. I can’t function without a dog in my life; they are my obsession, and my work is fuelled by wanting all dogs to be given the respect and love they deserve. I’m motivated not by achieving ‘obedience’ or instilling ‘commands’ but by helping humans and dogs share a happy, fulfilling life together. It is that simple for me and my clients.


I believe that dog ownership is a privilege that we should never take for granted. A dog doesn’t exist just to be commanded by us, to live by our rules and to do as we say. It’s like any relationship – there needs to be understanding on both sides. Sharing our lives with a dog is an honour, and we should treat our dog with respect and understanding.


At the same time, this book isn’t a wishy-washy, let’s-just-all-love-each-other-and-hope-for-the-best type of approach. There are tools we can all use to help our dogs and ourselves, and I am excited to share some of these with you in the following pages. You may also have to face your own behaviours in order to help your dog, and yourself.


The common thread of my approach is that I have an honest, caring and kind relationship with every dog I work with. But beyond that I believe that the best approach for a dog is individual – there is no one-size-fits-all approach – which is why so many people are struggling with their dogs. It is also why you won’t find some common but complex behavioural issues discussed on these pages, as it’s impossible to give tailored advice in a general book – in that case I would always advise working directly with a professional who can get to know your dog as an individual.


We have all fallen into the trap of believing what our friend tells us about how to train a dog, or thinking our new dog will be the same as the one we had as a child. Yet every single dog that enters your life is different. Each has their inbuilt wiring, their personality, their genes, their desires, their challenges and their abilities. I truly think this needs to be kept at the forefront of your mind, for the rest of your life. Understanding your dog as an individual, not just a generic ‘dog’, will alter the expectations you put on yourself and your dog, which means that you will be much more able to enjoy building the foundations with them.


We live in a world where people want things very fast and immediately, which is why so many people struggle with taking on a dog. A dog doesn’t have that sense of urgency about life. It doesn’t understand your timetable. It wants to explore, to enjoy the world it lives in, to see the good in everything, and it wants to take its time to learn – and then it finds itself with an owner trying to speed everything up. We want our dog toilet-trained in two weeks, to come back to us every single time at three months old, to never ever put a foot wrong by the time they are six months.


Sometimes I wonder if people are expecting a robot rather than a living creature with its own wants and needs. I often receive emails from people saying something like, ‘I pick my puppy up on Saturday and I’ve taken the next couple of weeks off work to get them used to being left alone and to get on top of the toilet-training.’ And I have to reply and say, ‘You won’t even be touching the sides with that time frame. I would revisit getting a puppy or dog when you have far more time to give, as you will only end up feeling like you are failing and frustrated as you will not be capable of providing the time a puppy needs to thrive.’


Before we go any further, I hope we are working on the basis that you are looking for a companion with its own personality rather than an emotionless robot who obeys every command you utter. I believe you can have a well-behaved dog who is a pleasure to live with, but you can’t have an automaton who always does what it’s told and adapts itself perfectly to your every demand. My assumption of you as a reader is that you want to share your home life with a four-legged, licking, mischief-making, fun-loving, patience-testing dog, who will live out its life in your care. Way more fun than a robot.


So rather than focus on the essential commands, or behavioural problems that need fixing, I want to start by introducing you to my principles of dog behaviour. Once you understand your dog better, its behaviour becomes less something to be fixed than to be managed with compassion and confidence.


THE SENSORY DOG


Firstly, it is essential to understand your dog as a sensory creature. By which I mean that, just like us, our dogs ex-perience the world with their whole bodies, and all of their senses. My clients often say they wish they knew what their dog was thinking, when a better question might be ‘What is my dog smelling, tasting, touching, seeing, hearing?’ Their ears, their eyes, their nose and even their fur impact on how each dog views the world around them.


And this can be very breed-specific. For example, an English Bull Terrier has very tight skin; it has a huge, hard head, with its eyes positioned slightly differently from many other head shapes of dogs, to the side rather than facing forward. So the way it walks, the way it experiences the world, the way it reacts to stimuli is going to be really different from a breed like a working Cocker Spaniel. In a working Cocker, breeding has created a dog who cannot switch off, whose nose is constantly absorbing, whose ears are super sound sensitive, making lead work a very tiring and laborious job with this breed.


As sensory beings, all dogs will use their nose, their eyes, their ears, their skin and fur to navigate the world and it is important that we understand the physical and mental differences these sensory abilities create for our individual dogs.


All of a dog’s senses need to be engaged, every day, for them to feel fulfilled and content. They need an output or a channel for their ever-sniffing nose, they need to hold and feel different things within their mouth, to be taken on walks that allow them to sniff, to investigate, to run, to play, to experience the natural world properly. Not just walking along a concrete high street where all that exists is litter and noise. It sounds like an obvious statement, but if you understand your dog’s sensory needs, in the same way you already understand that a dog needs food, exercise and sleep, it puts a different perspective on their behaviour, whether that is chewing, stopping stock-still on the pavement or sniffing. These senses also greatly impact a dog’s ability to regulate its behaviour, affecting how it can (or can’t) cope in certain situations.


Smell (olfactory system)


For dogs, their sense of smell is their most important sense, hearing would come after that and then sight. So while we humans encounter the world first with our eyes, dogs encounter it first with their noses. For them, scent is how they build an understanding of their environment. Sniffing is not a nice added extra in your dog’s life, it is an absolute necessity. Not allowing your dog to sniff is like you being dragged down the street with a blindfold on – you’re not able to fully take in your environment, and it feels bewildering and confusing. Of course you don’t always have the time to let your dog engage with every single smell it encounters on a walk, but understanding that stopping to sniff is an essential physical need of your dog, and not some-thing to be discouraged, is key in maintaining a happy pup.


Hearing (auditory system)


The second most important sense for a dog is hearing. A dog’s hearing is believed to be able to hear things four times the distance away than a human can detect. Their ability to hear high-pitched noises is incomparable to our own – this means that a noise we barely notice may be distracting or even distressing to our dog. Many breeds are what I call ‘noise sensitive’, so they seem to respond far more dramatically than some other breeds. My rescue dog Pip has super-sensitive hearing, his ears are constantly moving and sometimes, even when sleeping, will be taking in sounds that are taking place but that I’ve not even noticed. This is why, with young kids in our house, I have a safe space for him upstairs so that he can shelter from their noise and properly rest. I also find that the noise-sensitive dogs are more nervous, more scared about approaching life in a confident way. I cannot change their noise sensitivity (though some medications can help them live with it if it all becomes too much and really affects their life), but I can look at how to use their other senses to help them regulate, to build their confidence and to help them enjoy the environment around them (you will be able to read more about this in the games and mental stimulation tasks section, later in the book).


Touch (tactile system)


Touch can be a hard sense to gauge, but it is crucial that we try to understand how objects and sensations might feel to our dogs. What feels comfortable and acceptable to one dog might be stressful for another. My English Bulldog used to love rough play; when rubbed down with a towel she bounced at you to give her more. Whereas Pip, our rescue Smooth-coated Collie, is very touch sensitive. It has taken me nearly two years to get him to even consider playing with a tugger toy, as it is just too full on and physical for him. So the way that I use the tugger game with him would be very different from how I use it with, say, a bull breed, which instinctively loves those games. The sense of touch a dog enjoys receiving from humans also differs from dog to dog in terms of what can be tolerated.


Mouth and taste (gustatory system)


Dogs use their mouths to explore objects in much the same way as we might use our hands, so they may pick things up just to work out what they are, rather than because they want to eat them. In addition, mouthing, chewing, licking and sucking can all be sensory regulating for a dog, helping to calm the nervous system. When a dog chews something that you consider precious, it may be doing it to try to de-stress – it certainly isn’t trying to annoy you or be destructive for fun.


Sight (visual system)


Vision is of course a sense that dogs use every day, but sight isn’t as important to a dog as it is to us because they use their nose and ears so much more than we do. A dog’s vision is not as good as ours, which can explain why they can be freaked out by unexpected things like a tarpaulin blowing in the wind, or a suitcase on wheels. Vision is most relevant when we have dogs that are prey motivated or movement motivated, as this can complicate their ability to focus, to listen and to learn. If you have a sight hound or prey-driven dog, you must remember that you cannot simply switch this hunting instinct off. We have bred these dogs to chase for thousands of years, so it’s not fair of us to then get annoyed when they run off after a squirrel.


WHAT A DOG NEEDS FROM YOU


Before you even think of getting a dog, you need to consider what every dog needs in order to thrive. For me, these are needs, not nice to haves, so you really need to consider this and whether you are in a position to be able to fulfil these needs. Really ask yourself if you are ready to provide these for a dog, and whether your lifestyle permits this:




	A trusting relationship built on love, kindness, patience and understanding. Many new dog owners assume that taking on a dog will ‘solve’ an already existing relation-ship issue with another human. It will not. If you are also looking to bring in a dog on behalf of a child, e.g. a child with special needs, do not be fooled into thinking that just any dog is capable of handling this type of relationship. A dog needs balance itself, and it can’t create balance where there is none. I have met many dogs with behavioural issues who are simply mirroring what is going on within the household – splitting time between partners, or reacting to huge explosive arguments. Dogs are emotional beings, and we feed into each other. This is really very important to consider on a basic level but also when deciding on your actual dog and its nature, experience, personality and so forth.


	Boundaries. These need to be clear and predictable for a dog to feel safe.


	If you struggle with providing boundaries, it can make life with a dog very hard, as they won’t know where they stand or what is expected. Dogs like a black-and-white scenario; they don’t like grey, blurred areas that are unclear. I find many breeds really thrive on a routine format. Dogs like the Hungarian Vizsla and the Weimaraner are examples of highly strung, highly driven dogs who need a rigid template to live their lives happily. So compatibility is key when making your selection.


	Stimulation. Both physical and mental stimulation are as important as each other. You need to consider what stimulation and engagement you are able to provide for a dog and weigh up whether it is enough. Dogs want to play, they want to get out and about, they want to engage, they want to join in, so you need to be very honest about how you will manage to supply the physical requirements of walking a dog each day, providing exercise off the lead as well as creating play-ful games, engaging mental stimulation tasks and activities on a daily basis. One client recently said to me, ‘You are asking me to put a lot of effort in. When will this be able to lessen on a walk?’ If this is your thought process too, I probably wouldn’t move forward with taking on a dog. The effort is for life.


	Consistency. A lack of consistency can make life too unpredictable for a dog. I sometimes meet people who believe they will ‘share’ the dog with another household. And I have to say, this very rarely works out. Usually it ends up in the dog living in one home and the other person looking after them for holidays or weekends away occasionally. This is because a dog likes to know what is expected of them, where their bed is, where the safe space is, the logistics of the home where they live and so forth. When we start mixing this up too much, we can end up with insecure dogs peeing in their own beds all the time, trying to reassure themselves. We can have confused, frantic behaviour, as they feel uncertain and unsure.





WHAT YOU NEED FROM YOUR DOG


The ideal relationship between a dog and its owner takes account of the needs of both. We should be looking to make sure that any dog and human relationship being entered into is mutually beneficial. This is key to it being successful. I do not believe that any dog is looking to take over your life. They are not seeking dominance. I do not believe that you need to exert some higher status of ‘pack leader’ in order to be able to live with your future dog. What I do believe in is making sure that you and your dog are well matched.


Are you being selfish in your desire for a dog? I don’t mean this unkindly, but it is a question I wish more people would truly sit with and think about, as it could reduce so much heartache. Are you trying to use a dog to ‘fix’ an area of your life? If so, you need to really consider whether this is a fair expectation of the dog and what you will do and how you will feel when the dog isn’t the miracle cure-all you expected it to be.


Are you ready for a commitment that may last for fifteen years or more? If you are ready to take on the responsibility for another living being, and its happiness, then I think you need to be very clear about what is needed on both sides.


I believe that we should be selecting a dog based on their personality, their behaviour traits and their ability to adapt into the life we lead. Instead, what we tend to do – and what I see all the time – is to instead pick a dog based on its looks. The colour of its fur or how great it would look walking on the end of the lead as you waltz down the high street. Your selection process needs to be far more detailed; it needs to be less ‘What can I find and pick up within the next couple of weeks?’ and more based on months of research, discussion and visiting rescue centres or breeders.


Over the years I’ve found the Hungarian Vizsla to be one of the most sought after for its ginger velvet beauty, yet many people have zero comprehension of what a full-on, active, challenging breed they actually are.


I have even had people pay me to ask for my tailored advice, to help them select and narrow down some breeds that could work for their lifestyle – and then they go and ignore everything I have said because the image is their overriding element of why they have selected a dog. Take the man who wanted a chilled-out, easy-to-train but not demanding dog who went against all my advice and selected a working Cocker Spaniel from a farm. That dog will not be what he wanted but it was available sooner than any litters of the breeds I’d advised. My view is, better to wait a few months now than regret your decision for the next few years of your life.


WORKING OUT THE RIGHT DOG FOR YOU


Whether you are taking on a puppy or a rescue dog, I urge you to write down answers to the following questions. If there are multiple members of the family, you should all fill out your own and then all sit and compare. Go through it and see where the similarities and differences are, until you can all agree on a set list to use for your search. Most of all, you must be honest. Try to forget any breeds you may like or dislike, and just answer the questions.




	Write down the five most important qualities of a dog for you: (e.g. affectionate, loving, independent, not needy, super active, etc.)


	Describe what you envisage doing with this dog of yours: (e.g. snuggling up on the sofa, mountain walks, playing football)


	Write down five things you dislike about dogs you know or have met: (e.g. barking, not wanting attention, slobber, fur type)


	What kind of exercise would you like to do with your dog on a daily basis: (e.g. on the school run, pop to the shop, two hours off lead. Remember that exercise you do at the weekend is not ‘daily’.)


	Make a list of the areas you are happy to put work into: (e.g. pulling on the lead, recall, jumping up, aggression, reactivity)


	Make a list of the areas you are not willing to put time into: (e.g. taking on a dog who needs two hours’ walking a day, or a dog who doesn’t like children, or a dog that will need bathing daily due to its fur). There should be no judgement here, this is your life too.


	Coat type and fur – do you care? Shedding, non-shedding? Will the dog need regular trips to the groomer? And if you do care about this, what is the bit you care about? (e.g. making a mess of the sofa, the hoovering-up, the brushing, the feel of it)


	Note any household restrictions that need to be factored in and cannot be budged on: (e.g. SEN children, other pets, no garden, living on a busy road which would not be good for a sound-sensitive dog)


	On a daily basis, describe the life you will lead with this new dog: (e.g. going to work on the train, work-ing from home, how many walks per day, where will it be walked, around lots of people at the studio with you, etc.)


	How will you factor in entertaining and providing what the dog needs each day? Dogs are not designed to sit at home alone, they are social animals who de-sire company, interaction and involvement. This is crucial to discuss as a family. Children often say they will take an avid role in caring for the dog, but it rarely happens, so it is up to the adults to discuss the true impact and feasibility on this front.


	Have you ruled out any allergies? Every dog and its coat differs, as do people’s tolerances, so I’d suggest spending time with the very specific breed you are considering. That time should be spent both indoors and outdoors, over at least a couple of hours and over numerous occasions. Even this isn’t fail-safe.





Your answers to these questions will be needed later on in the book, so keep them safe.


KEY DOG/PUPPY TIMELINES


I think knowing some key timelines can help you be realistic about the dog or puppy you may be considering taking on, or already have sharing your life. There is no point assuming you can have your puppy fully trained and happy to sleep in a basket next to your desk in a matter of weeks. Be prepared, and you and your pup will both be set up to make this relationship as happy as possible.


How much time should I spend trying to find the right dog?




	To find a puppy or a rescue dog, you should allocate around six months as a minimum – do not rush the process under any circumstances. The work you put in will pay off in the long run.





How long does puppyhood last?




	I usually classify a puppy to be a puppy from birth to approx. twelve–eighteen months. Actually it’s more like up to around six to nine months, but I feel like the ten-month mark can be tricky too in terms of puppyhood as this is when breed-specific traits like barking or guarding might emerge. So I’d always consider puppyhood to be a full year plus a bit more – some breeds up to two or three years.


	Puppy to full maturity takes around eighteen months. Unless you have a slow-to-mature breed, such as a Labrador, a Vizsla or a Boxer, and then we are talking more like two to three years!





How long does puppy teething last?




	Teething starts as early as eight weeks for some dogs, and can last for several months. Many believe that teething periods are set in stone for every dog, but they truly are not. They vary and some will be far worsethan others. If you took your dog early from the litter e.g. at five to seven weeks, you would notice many more teething problems and some that won’t ever be remedied due to that early removal. This is because dur-ing that formative time, a well-bred puppy will learn from its mother and littermates about mouthing and bite inhibition – when it is too hard, too much and when to stop.





How long does it take to toilet-train a dog?




	Toilet-training can be as quick as two weeks or may take six to seven months to achieve. This will depend on the breed, their breeding, the environment they were raised in, the dog’s puppy set-up and more. The Shih Tzu, for example, is easy to toilet-train, as is a Poodle, while you may find it harder if you’ve taken home a Dachshund. You sometimes find that badly bred dogs from puppy farms may never be fully toilet-trained, as they have been raised in squalor and filth from day one.





How long does it take before a puppy can be left on its own?




	To teach a puppy to be able to be left alone, you should set aside around six months, especially if you are taking on a highly dependent breed like a Cockapoo, Cavapoo or Smooth-coated Dachshund. I do not believe that any dog should be left alone for longer than four hours at a time when they are an adult dog. Being able to leave a dog for a few hours requires training, which I explain in more detail in Chapter Nineteen.





How long does it take before my dog will come back to me when I call?




	Recall training is not something that you simply teach and then move on. During the first ten months, a pup’s recall ability will go well and then slip away. You have to keep going with the training and know that by around two years old it should feel fairly cemented so long as there are no dramatic experiences.





How long will it take for my rescue dog to settle in?




	If you take on a reactive dog, by which I mean a dog who reacts either aggressively or with fear to various things, then depending on the reasons, the experiences, the breed and the set-up you have, it could take months or years for the dog to be calm and settled. For some dogs, it will always be a process of management and there may not be an end in sight for difficult behaviours. There are no magic tools, no quick fixes or magic wands, and it is important to be realistic about this. You may need to alter your life, the way you do things and make huge changes you had never considered before taking on a dog. I have a client who has a third-hand rescue who has to be muzzled in their garden, due to his predatory behaviour and the fact he has killed cats in previous homes.





TRAINING VS BEHAVIOUR


When people arrive at my puppy classes, they often want to tell me how many commands they have already taught their pup. In truth, knowledge of commands tells me very little about the puppy’s behaviour. I’ve seen a dog who belonged to this amazing agility dog trainer – it would leap up on his back and over his head; I could never train a dog to do this (and nor would I have wanted to with my Great Dane). Yet this same man couldn’t control his dog off lead and I once saw the dog ignore every word his owner uttered as it ran off down the Marylebone Road in Central London in pursuit of some fun of its own. I am only mentioning this to remind you that commands do not make the dog. Which is more important to you, a dog that can offer you a paw or one who is confident and happy within itself and loves to learn with you?


My dog doesn’t know how to pull open a set of drawers, nor will he pick up the newspaper and drop it at my toes, and I’m fine with that. My focus is on his behaviour around my children, whether he will stick close to us in the park, if I can walk him through busy streets, and if he can live happily with us and our other pets.


I sometimes worry that there is a growing trend for dog owners to miss the boat on building relationships, building trust and having fun together in pursuit of having a dog who can roll over or shake hands. Which reminds me, don’t ever teach your dog to ‘paw’ as it will become the most annoying thing you have ever taught them, when they are batting you with a huge furry clawed limb to get you to give them things.


I believe there is a big difference between training and behaviour work. Let me explain. If we take a reactive, aggressive dog who is lunging, barking and reacting to other dogs in the park, a trainer may look at simply stopping the action. That would mean getting rid of the annoying barking, the lunging and the embarrassment the owner is feeling. Instead, a dog behaviourist looks at the reasons behind the actions. For every behaviour there is a reason, an underlying foundation, an issue that the dog is trying to solve themselves. The reactivity with other dogs may be for many reasons: fear, frustration, previous experiences of attacks. Understanding the behaviour is more important than training a dog out of it. Understanding means you begin to work with the behaviour and attempt to resolve it. And if it is not solvable, as some things are not, then it will inform the management and day-to-day life strategies that the dog requires to live happily. So when you are trying to resolve issues, I would always suggest that you stop thinking about your immediate need to stop the behaviour. Instead, think about why the dog is doing it – it will serve you far better.


I also find that clients come to me asking for help training their dog out of a behaviour that can be easily man-aged instead. I’ve had clients prepared to spend a lot of money to learn how to stop their dog stealing food from the kitchen table or worktop. Admittedly this is annoying behaviour, but it is easier to manage it than to train a dog out of it. I’d struggle to get my six-year-old daughter to leave a packet of sweets alone if I left the room, so I don’t leave them there to tempt her. The same applies to your dog, especially if you have a greedy breed like a Labrador or a Pug. Your dog can’t steal an open packet of ham from the worktop if it isn’t left there in the first place. Please do not punish your dog for simply doing what comes naturally to it. Set yourself, and your dog, up for success by pre-empting situations that might cause problems. It is management rather than training, and I’m fine with that and so should you be.




CHAPTER TWO


Understanding Breeds and Behaviour


Here’s where you need your checklist from the previous chapter. I got you to do that questionnaire first as this is the MOST important part of choosing the right dog. Now it’s time to either write down the breeds you like or are drawn to and begin to go through each breed and compare it with your list of requirements for a dog that will suit your set-up. You must exclude the ones who simply do not match up. Do not try to make them match up, I promise that you will make yourself very unhappy in the long run if you do this! And you will end up paying a great deal of money to someone like me, trying to get help to stop your dog doing all the things they were literally bred to do – e.g. trying to stop a Dachshund from barking!


We often delude ourselves in order to justify the selection of a certain breed of dog. These delusions can range from saying we will walk a dog for two and a half hours every day, to convincing ourselves we would love an independent dog just because we like its fox-like appearance. As a species, we humans are incredibly reliant on being drawn to the ‘look’ of a dog rather than its temperament and really, it is my belief, we should be marrying the two together.


I work with clients to help them figure out the most suitable dog for their life and some of these people seek out my help and then actively choose the exact opposite of what I’ve suggested. One family spent months working with me. I drove to meet the breeder with them, they asked my advice on which puppy to choose to be the most suitable for them as a family and for their child, who was lacking in confidence. They then chose a totally different dog from the one I put forward, based purely on the fact they preferred the white mark on its chest. And the reason people do this is that they believe that ‘their dog’ will be different. It’s a lovely idea that you as one person have that much ability and control to change something, but it isn’t factually true.


If it were that true, it would mean that the breeding of dogs wouldn’t matter, however badly it was done; that it would create very little impact on the dog you grow up with. And this just isn’t true.


A client just emailed me to say they were struggling with the barking of their fourteen-week-old Dachshund puppy. My response was, ‘Yes, you have a Dachshund, they love to bark. They were bred to go down holes, find creatures to kill and bark to alert. We have created this breed and its behaviours.’ You can’t train a dog out of its breed behaviour and nor should you try.


To give you an idea of how to have a Smooth-coated Dachshund who doesn’t bark at everything, you would need to have:




	Found a mother and father of the litter who are not nervous, alert barkers, overexcited or highly anxious.


	The parents to love people and other dogs.


	The breeder to not be encouraging anxious puppies who cannot bear to be apart from the person they live with.


	Selected the exact right personality of a puppy from that litter.


	Made sure that the litter is even, that the temperaments do not vary so enormously that you have to choose either the super-pushy dog or the one who sits in the corner not wanting to be touched by anyone. That isn’t a balanced litter. An even litter matters because it will be an indicator of the ‘type’ of dog you may end up with, so don’t ignore the signs that are present.


	Looked at the number of puppies within that litter to see how they handle or don’t handle frustration, and what their levels of resilience are like.


	Understood what the mother of the litter has been like in the primary socialisation period. Has she barked at everything? Does she bark at the door? In that case, your fate is set.


	Be absolutely confident that the breeder you are buying from is shaping the puppies in the best way possible – not too much handling but not too little. Who is in the household, what life experiences are they having while with the breeder, are they being allowed to explore or are they being contained and never allowed out of a pen?


	And then we still have all the things you would need to be doing once you have brought that puppy home to ensure it doesn’t bark a lot.





The honest reality is that most people find a breeder and tell them they want a certain sex and a certain colour. That is generally the most we can expect of a ‘selection process’ that certainly will not serve you well in the hunt for the quiet Daxie! Or for any dog for that matter. The selection process for your lifelong canine companion should be based on far, far more than a gender and colour of fur.


I don’t mean any of this to demoralise you, but more to serve as an illustration of how much effort needs to be put into the selection of a dog. Understand the characteristics of each breed and you’re halfway towards making the right decision.


Every single dog can be an incredible pet, when they are bred well living in the right home, with the right stimulus and the right family. But I can’t stress how important it is to do your homework at the beginning. Always remember that breeders are not an independent voice. They are obsessed with the particular breed they work with. You must seek out the voice of people who have no vested interest in your selection. Behaviourists like me see hundreds, if not thousands, of dogs and puppies every day, every week and every year whose owners are asking us to train them out of breed-specific traits. We can’t do it, and nor should we.


For example, Belgian Malinois are incredibly beautiful, powerful dogs who are often used by the police service for good reason. Their high drive, intelligence, willingness to learn and desire for a job means that when they are doing those demanding jobs they are incredibly happy and fulfilled. In turn, this also means that taking on one of these dogs as just a pet will not work. They will not have a job, they will not be busy and they will not be content, which will mean huge issues for you as an owner. Do not ignore a breed’s needs. It will make your life and the dog’s life very unenjoyable.


Please don’t kid yourself at the start by saying your dog will be different from all the other dogs of its breed. Look at whether you actively want to deal with the challenges of that breed; and if not, keep looking.


BREED GROUPS


I long ago realised that many people don’t know what breed group their dog sits in or why, and that means they are at a huge disadvantage in understanding the common behaviours of dogs like theirs. So instead of simply listing the dogs under each grouping, I’m going to give you some common traits and challenges of these groups – to help you understand the impact of their thousands of years of breeding. These are by no means in depth, but they should highlight the need to investigate further and consider the impact of the traits. I’m not saying I 100 per cent agree with all of the groups or the way they are put together. I actually think they could do with sorting out and reclassifying. But that is a job for another time!


Hound Group


These dogs are bred to use their noses and/or eyes to track, chase and alert to prey. With this in mind, it is important to remember that these dogs are not designed to work alongside someone, taking heaps of directions, so they are quite strong-willed when it comes to training. They are built to rely on their own nose and eyes, not for you to be their ears and nose. Which means that one of their biggest challenges can be controlling these senses. Many of these breeds are resigned to living their lives on long lines as their drive to hunt and chase is so strong, which seems rather sad when we have bred them for the exact opposite of that type of life. Examples of these kinds of dogs are the Beagle, the Bloodhound, the Dachshund and the Greyhound.


Working Group


These are breeds of dogs that have been created and selectively bred to perform and carry out tasks alongside us humans. This may be for herding sheep, sniffer-dog work, or search and rescue. These breeds have been designed to work. They are most certainly not suited to a quick loop of the park each day and then being left at home alone. Left without stimulation they can be distressed and destructive. They are at their best when able to put their power and focus into doing a job. Examples of these kinds of dogs are the Bernese Mountain Dog, the Boxer and the Doberman.


Gun dog (UK)/Sporting (US) Group


A highly intelligent, active and alert breed group that were created for their ability to be on duty, on the prowl, on the search for long shifts and stints of time. This group is made up of four types of dogs – the spaniels, the setters, the retrievers and the pointers. These are all breeds that work alongside people, taking direction but very, very in-tent on fulfilling a purpose – that is what they live for. A working Cocker is not just another name or type of breed of Cocker; it is a very specifically bred dog that is not suitable for most homes across the world. It is a dog that doesn’t have an ‘off’ switch, that will go and go and go even when you think it’s not possible. So imagine a dog like this in your home, when you are trying to get the kids bathed and get dinner on the table. Examples of these kinds of dogs are the Hungarian Vizsla, the German Short-haired Pointer and the Weimaraner.


Terrier Group


Generally bred to seek out and kill or catch animals such as badgers, rabbits and rats. These are tenacious dogs bred to be determined, forthright and not afraid of going into any situation. This group has a wide span of breeds, from the Staffordshire Bull Terrier to the Irish Terrier, so there is a huge array and variety within this breed group, but you should still not lose sight of their instincts to run into things – their ‘why-go-around-something-when-you-can-go-through-it?’ personalities. I find these breeds can be mouthy in playing and quick to snap if their thresholds aren’t managed and they aren’t channelled appropriately. Examples of this breed group are the Irish Terrier, the Pit Bull Terrier and the Border Terrier.


Herding (UK)/Pastoral (US) Group


Originally created to help humans herd, move and often protect livestock. So their co-ordination is usually quick, their ability to think for themselves is high, they can be out and about for very long periods of time, and some can be described as frantic in nature as they need to be able to look, listen, see and respond all in very quick succession. So these traits may not always make them the most relaxing to live with, as their drives can be very high. Examples of this breed group are the Belgian Malinois, Border Collie and the Old English Sheepdog.
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