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This book is dedicated to all the dogs we’ve loved before and the ones we have yet to meet.I


	I. With a special shout-out to Maggie, Riley, and Hopper (from Jen) and Wolfy, Inky, and Sadie (from Stacey).








AUTHORS’ NOTE

The stories in this book are from real people who are identified by their first names to protect their privacy. In some instances, people who shared their experiences asked to be identified with a pseudonym; those anecdotes are marked with an asterisk (*).






INTRODUCTION

Dogs have long been considered people’s best friends, but never before has the bond between humans and their canine companions been as vitally important as it is now. While dealing with seismic shifts in the world as we once knew it, including social distancing, working from home, and re-evaluating our priorities, people have been turning to their dogs for solace and stability. In the face of having their lives upended, families that didn’t have dogs have been welcoming them into their homes at record rates—in recent years, dog adoptions have dramatically increased, and rescue organizations and breeders have amassed waitlists of people seeking a dog to call their own.

On both a national and global scale, we’re living through a period of profound distress, not only because of the pandemic but also in response to recent political strife and scandals, international conflicts and wars, increasing awareness of police brutality and other racial injustices, widespread financial hardships, horrific weather and natural disasters, and other harsh, and sometimes catastrophic, circumstances. Human relationships are being strained, and we’ve been living with high rates of loneliness and social isolation that actually predate the pandemic. Meanwhile, rates of anxiety and depression have been soaring.

But amid these dire realities, something wonderful has taken shape: People have brought furry friends into their lives for the first time or seized the opportunity to deepen the bonds they already had with their dogs. This isn’t surprising, given that research from the University of Sydney in Australia has found that acquiring a dog improves mental well-being, dramatically relieving loneliness and playing a significant role in the reduction of depression, anxiety, and irritability. Basically, dogs are comfort animals for all of us. In fact, research shows that people who have dogs are happier than people who have cats or no pets.

Dogs can also serve as a sort of balm to the mental health struggles and ongoing stress that are plaguing people worldwide. Our canine companions help us feel grounded and present-minded, leading by example. Dogs are always focused on what’s happening now, whether it’s playing with us, being fed, or going for a walk. They continuously remind us of what’s important, whether it’s showing loved ones how happy we are to see them when they come home or appreciating small pleasures such as the scent of fragrant bushes on a walk. Their loyalty, commitment, and friendship are singular. You can dance badly or sing off-key, and your dog will think that you’re great no matter what (as long as you’re nice to them).

That’s why we are writing The Purest Bond—to explore and illuminate the profound impact the human-canine connection can have on our physical, emotional, cognitive, and social health and well-being, often without our realizing it. A bit about us: Jen is a scientist whose research includes studies of personality, psychology, and people’s relationships with their pets, as well as a seasoned dog-owner/rescuer and the founder/manager of the social media sensation the Golden Ratio. Through her role as the internet’s “dog mom,” she frequently shares the joys that dogs bring to our lives and advises dog-owners on training issues, dealing with sickness and loss of beloved pets, and ways to find joy in the everyday care of our pawed friends. Stacey is an award-winning writer, who specializes in health and psychology, as well as a certified health coach and a lifelong dog lover and dog-owner. The two of us are intimately familiar with the physical, emotional, social, and even spiritual gifts that come from this special bond—and the many ways it can have positive, life-altering effects.


[image: ] The Birth of The Golden Ratio

In December 2016, Jen and her husband, Ingo, took in Maggie and Jasmine, a bonded pair of golden retrievers. They were nine and eight, respectively, and their previous owners had moved away and left them in the backyard where a neighbor found them. Jen and Ingo had already fostered a dozen dogs, but the moment Maggie and Jasmine arrived, it felt like they had always been part of the family. They joined golden retrievers Hopper and Venkman, permanent squad members who were half sisters born a year apart. As Jen watched Maggie and Jasmine chase Hopper and Venkman around the backyard, she was shocked to realize, “Well, now we have four dogs!”

This was also during the aftermath of the 2016 U.S. presidential election, when everyone on social media was angry, regardless of whom they voted for. Being on social media is part of Jen’s job, but she really needed a virtual place where she could escape from the negativity and just catch her breath. She couldn’t find it, so she decided to create it herself. Now finding she had a squad of four dogs, she thought, “What’s more wholesome and uplifting than a pack of golden retrievers?”

Jen started a Twitter account, TheGoldenRatio4,I and began posting group pics. It turned out there was pent-up demand for a fluffy, peaceful corner of the internet. The Golden Ratio quickly grew a following and expanded to include posting a daily Snapchat story that provides glimpses into the dogs’ lives.

Since then, Jen and Ingo have fostered more dogs and started to shift their focus to taking in seniors, hospice cases, and dogs with special medical needs. Their followers have joined them on these dogs’ journeys, watching them transform as they come into a loving, healthy home, seeing them play, rooting for them when they needed surgeries, sending encouragement when they were sick, and crying with Jen and Ingo when they lost them. Many of their stories appear throughout this book.



Jen became a true believer in the human-canine connection in eighth grade when she was seriously depressed, lonely, and bullied. Every day at school in her small town in Illinois, which was surrounded by cornfields, she was mocked and harassed. She felt worthless and hopeless. While she didn’t talk to her parents directly about how she felt, it was more than obvious, and they began to worry about her. One day her parents brought home Major, a golden retriever puppy who turned out to be the best friend she could have had. The family had always had a dog, but Major was the first second dog in the family. Jen immediately thought of him as her dog because his loyalty and playfulness were exactly what she needed in that dark time. After school and on the weekends, she would sit on the floor with her legs splayed out in front of her, and he’d lie between them on his back, with his head on her lap and his tail by her feet. She’d pet his chest and he’d make a happy, rumbly noise. When Jen’s mom walked past, she would tell her, “We’re bonding!”

That became Jen’s mantra with him, as they cuddled or played every chance they got.

Back then, Major brought her everything she needed emotionally. The time she spent with him let her forget all the bad things she couldn’t change. But more importantly, he made her believe she had value. He made her feel appreciated and loved for who she was. He was a golden angel with the sweetest eyes and softest ears. He didn’t care what Jen wore or how she looked or that she was an awkward preteen. He was always ready to play—and ready to console her when she needed it. When Jen cried, he’d lean against her to comfort her—and it always worked.

The transformation he brought to Jen sparked her intellectual interest in dogs, not just as pets and friends but also as powerful, positive forces in our lives. She knew, as many other dog-owners do, that they are a kind of medicine as well as treasured companions. They have a remarkable sense of empathy and a sixth sense for when we need them to comfort us and bring us calm. And they never hesitate to show us how happy they are to see us, even if we’ve just returned from getting the mail.

But beyond what they give us directly, our canine companions also serve as models for how we all could be better. They are patient and kind. They don’t hold grudges; they forgive freely, easily, and repeatedly. They live in the moment and seek out joy without worrying about judgment. Their well of love and gratitude is bottomless—and we, their people, benefit enormously from this, in every aspect of our lives.

The emotional support and sense of meaningful connection that dogs offer their people are particularly crucial in this ongoing time of uncertainty and instability. This mutually beneficial relationship reminds us of what’s right in the world—love, trust, affection, playtime, fresh air, and sunshine—even when so much feels wrong. As researchers found in a large online survey, “Many people reported feeling more bonded with their dog since COVID. Dogs also help increase many people’s ability to maintain a regular schedule, feel a sense of purpose and meaning, cope with uncertainty, and have compassion towards oneself.”

As you’ll see in the chapters that follow, an expanding body of research confirms numerous powerful perks of sharing life with a canine companion. Each section of the book will focus on a different aspect of this sublime connection, while weaving together groundbreaking research, heartwarming stories, and our own personal experiences as dog-owners. In Part One, you will learn how the human-canine bond develops and how it helps people enhance their relationships within their families, friend groups, and communities. Part Two will reveal the unexpected ways dogs can benefit our physical health by reducing our blood pressure, easing chronic pain, alleviating our stress response, helping us get fitter, and even detecting warning signs of diseases. Part Three will explore the science showing how dogs improve our emotional health, mental acuity, and our ability to focus, even as they serve as stabilizing influences throughout our lives. In Part Four, we will address issues related to maturing along with our pets, dealing with health challenges that arise as dogs and their humans get older, and coping with grief and sorrow over the inevitable loss of our furry loved ones.

Besides helping you understand the profound connection you may already be feeling with your pooch, this book will give you a language with which to think and talk about the different parts of your relationship—and offer strategies that will help you maximize these benefits, for your sake and your dog’s. The Purest Bond is a celebration of this amazing connection, and we hope that it will open your eyes even wider to the transformative power of caring for a creature that is both adorable and adoring. Your dog(s) will benefit, too, because you will become that much more invested in the relationships, even if you hadn’t thought it was possible. We hope this book will help you revel in the joy your dog brings to your life and bask in that mutual adoration, or perhaps convince those who are on the fence about getting a dog that it’s high time they bring a canine creature into their lives. There’s really nothing sweeter or richer than the profound connection behind this reciprocal lovefest. Let the celebration begin!


	
I. Named for the mathematical proportion called the golden ratio to honor Jen’s math background, and with a “4” because that’s how many dogs were in the original squad.








Part One CREATING CONNECTIONS







CHAPTER ONE The Birth of a Bond
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Why do we take in new dogs? Because their joy for living renews our own.

—MICHAEL GERSON, A FORMER COLUMNIST FOR THE WASHINGTON POST



Choosing a dog is a bit like speed-dating or an arranged marriage. Even when you know what qualities you’re looking for in a pup—perhaps friendliness, playfulness, affection, loyalty, intelligence, a certain energy level, and the like—it’s hard to gauge all this when you first meet a dog. And it may or may not be love at first sight. As with human relationships, there’s often an element of chemistry at play in the dynamic between you. You may feel an instant connection or have a hunch that you’ll hit it off—or not. Or you may end up simply taking a leap of faith that you will eventually forge the bond you want to have with a particular dog. And sometimes you don’t even have the chance to meet the dog ahead of time, in which case it’s a total crapshoot.

When Stacey’s family was looking to adopt a new dog in September 2020, a five-year-old shepherd/chocolate-lab mix named Sadie caught her eye on the website of a dog rescue group that had been highly recommended by a friend. After applying and getting vetted by the group, she drove down with her family to a horse farm in Virginia where one of the rescue organization’s foster mother’s lived. After they parked, several dogs came to greet them, including Sadie. The five humans immediately started petting and playing with all the dogs as their foster mom told them where they were from, how old they were, and described their personalities. Right away, Stacey was smitten with Sadie, whose warm, intelligent eyes and gorgeous smile lit up the world. Meanwhile, her sons and husband were trying to get her attention, saying, How about Mocha? Or Champion? Or why don’t we get two?

As the primary dog-parent in the family, it was tacitly acknowledged that the decision was ultimately up to Stacey. She wanted one dog, and after spending an hour playing with all the dogs, she was leaning toward Sadie. While the foster mom got the paperwork together, Stacey went to the car to get a bag of dog treats to give her as a thank-you and inadvertently left one of the back doors open. Before anyone realized it, Sadie had jumped in the back seat, lain down, and turned to look at Stacey as if to say, Can we go now?! That’s when Stacey realized they had chosen each other. It has proved to be a stellar match.

Alana, twenty-two, a recent college graduate living in Indianapolis, had a similar experience. When she and her family went to adopt a dog from a litter of mini goldendoodles in 2020, she initially had her eye on a particular dog. But then another pup walked over and sat in her lap and “it felt like the storm that had been floating around me calmed down,” says Alana who had recently been diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder, generalized anxiety, and depression. “I instantly knew she was the one I had to take home.” She named the pup Queso and the two have been inseparable ever since. “She listens and loves without judgment and gives me a reason to take care of myself,” says Alana. “I only hope to be as good of a friend to her as she is to me.”

Sadly, not all dog adoptions are happily-ever-after stories. Before Jen and her husband, Ingo, started working with dogs who had special medical needs, they would foster any golden retrievers who came in through GRREAT,I the golden retriever rescue group they work with in the Washington, D.C., area. They took in lots of dogs who were between nine months and two years old. These were young, healthy dogs that had often been bought as presents, usually for kids. While there’s nothing cuter than an eight-week-old golden retriever puppy, they very quickly grow into big, rambunctious dogs and they need a lot of exercise and training. Eventually, that dog’s size and energy can overwhelm a family, and many dogs came into a rescue group after the home situation became unmanageable. When Jen and Ingo would pick up the dogs from their surrendered homes, it was easy to see how the dog was making life difficult in the family. These dogs would bark, chew things, knock the kids over, and cause all forms of chaos. In some cases, these families had resorted to keeping the dog crated most of the time to prevent destruction, but the exuberant dog would run wild as soon as it was free.

Every time they took in one of these dogs, they saw a rapid transformation. After a month of daily runs and walks, playing fetch in the yard, playing with the other dogs, and going through basic training for commands like “sit” and “come,” the dogs were calm, happy, well-adjusted creatures. It turned out that they were never the problem. It was when people couldn’t dedicate the necessary time and attention to training that the poor dogs seemed to get out of control.

While dogs are almost always happier and better behaved with structure and training, some have an indomitable independent streak. Jen and Ingo’s dog Voodoo had epilepsy, and he was the happiest, goofiest, most stubborn dude. He would eat anything left on the floor or table below human shoulder height. They even had to raise their toilet-paper holders up the wall because he kept eating the TP rolls. He loved to take walks but would only go halfway down the block before dramatically lying down and refusing to go farther. Jen can’t count the number of times she had to call Ingo to bring the car and load Voodoo up because he just wanted a ride home. Even after weeks of training, all Voodoo managed to do was to walk—one time—through a short agility tunnel after receiving a strong push on the butt. After that, he had absolutely no use for anything else the trainer tried to teach him, and Jen and Ingo adored him for it. Sometimes, you fall in love with the dog you have and not the dog you hope he might become.


Great (But Realistic) Expectations

Once you bring a new dog home, there’s a process of getting to know each other that involves starting off on the right foot (or paw) and integrating a dog into the family by making them feel comfortable and loved. This isn’t something you want to leave to chance because the bond that develops between you depends on your creating a warm, secure, loving environment for your dog. You want to set up your new pet to thrive and grow to trust you, adjust to its new home smoothly, and share with you its boundless love and affection. The adjustment period varies from one dog and family to another, but it’s generally relatively short-lived.

In the meantime, it’s essential to be realistic about what’s involved in the early days after adopting a dog. You’re going to need to exercise patience, compassion, tolerance, flexibility, and fortitude when integrating a new dog into your home. If there’s one thing new dog-owners can count on, it’s that regardless of the dog’s age, history, or medical or behavioral issues, that pup is going to disrupt life for a while. The sooner you accept that, the better off you and your pup will be.

Valerie and her husband, Andrew, had lived happily together for ten years without pets before they began discussing the possibility of getting a dog. They spent a year weighing the pros and cons as well as what type of dog might suit their lifestyle (given that they love boating). Eventually they adopted a nine-week-old, tan-and-white terrier with floppy ears that they named Skipper—and after bringing her home, Valerie, an editor in Washington, D.C., was utterly bewildered by their early days together. “The first couple of months I felt more like an ambassador for planet Earth, assigned to wrangle a chaotic extraterrestrial, than anything like a familial bond,” she says. “She needed so much guidance and supervision—it was exhausting!”

The living room rug was soon relegated to the basement for its own protection. “Howls, whines, and whimpers from the living room accompanied every meal we ate in the dining room,” Valerie recalls. “We started to dread the hour before sunset—Skipper’s witching hour—when she would run and bark and bite seemingly nonstop.” During those early months, Valerie often sent frantic messages to family members, saying, “We are really overwhelmed right now—what do we do?!” No one’s advice really helped, but gradually Valerie and Andrew found their way through this chaotic period and began to build a connection with Skipper. “There was no quick fix or simple solution—it just came down to patience, consistency, and repetition,” Valerie says. With the benefit of their love, perseverance, and tutelage, Skipper gradually grew into a confident, friendly, well-adjusted pup (though she hates boating).

While puppies are fresh-eyed and ready to be shown how kind and beautiful the world can be, they will inevitably destroy anything they can with glee—including, at times, their owners’ sanity—partly because they have unbridled energy and partly because they just don’t know any better. Adult rescue dogs may know better, but they won’t be foolproof new arrivals, either. Even well-trained, housebroken dogs are likely to have a few accidents, gastrointestinal troubles, and bouts of misbehavior like chewing or digging, because of the anxiety that comes with the transition to a new family and environment. As happy as the outcome may eventually turn out to be, adjusting to a new home can be stressful for them. But scientific evidence shows that even small acts of kindness (such as bouts of petting or being spoken to kindly) and brief positive interactions (such as playing or walking) can reduce dogs’ stress levels and quickly build the bond between new pet parents and adult rescue dogs.

So it’s important to commit to making this adjustment period your primary project for a while, in order to make the transition as smooth, calm, and constructive as possible, to lay the foundation for a symbiotic relationship between you. It usually takes two to three weeks for a dog to begin to settle into a new place; this is true of puppies and older dogs from breeders as well as rescue dogs from shelters or foster homes.

To help your dog become a well-adjusted member of the household, it’s important to set boundaries and limits from day one—by deciding where the dog is (and isn’t) allowed to hang out in your home, where they will eat and sleep, and whether or not they are allowed on furniture. If you’re going to use a baby gate to keep a dog in the kitchen or another space, make sure the gates are up and secure before the dog comes home. Give the dog treats, toys, and anything else that will make their special area feel comfortable and rewarding.

When Jen and Ingo take in new dogs, they often do very long walks to get them tired before that first night in the house. It’s similar to the toddler-management credo of Take them out and wear them out. If they’re tired, they’re more likely to sleep through the night (or at least most of it). If they’re still anxious after the exercise, Jen and Ingo are big fans of better living through chemistry. Their vets have always been willing to prescribe anti-anxiety medications that can help take the edge off and help the dogs sleep. You can also try using the ThunderShirt (which is like swaddling an infant), ThunderSpray (an over-the-counter pheromone/aromatherapy preparation that can help a dog relax), or Rescue Remedy Pet (a homeopathic formula). Try to make the passage to sleep gentle and quiet, while soothing the pup as much as you can until they settle down.

And sometimes it just takes time. Jen and Ingo’s dog Remi, who was five when he came to them, had lived on a chain in someone’s yard for his entire life. He had a bald rectangle between his shoulder blades from where the chain had rubbed away all his fur. When he went blind from unmanaged diabetes, his owners asked for him to be put down, but the vet turned him over to a rescue group instead. He came to the Golden Ratio squad with a laundry list of tick-borne diseases; diabetes; thyroid disease; angry, damaged skin; and a bad attitude. He made big strides in his first few months, but it took almost a year to sort out all of his medical issues and get him the training he needed to become a sweet, snuggly boy who loves to play.




Getting to Know Each Other

When you’re bringing any new dog into your home, it’s important to consider the situation from their point of view. That pooch has been ripped from the life it knew and is suddenly in a completely unfamiliar place with people they don’t know, with no established routine and almost nothing recognizable to rely on. Being in an unfamiliar environment can feel scary and threatening because the poor dog has no idea of what to expect or whom to trust. Your duty to that dog is to reduce its anxiety and do as much as you can to ease its jangled nerves as it settles in. For some dogs, it will be a fast and easy transition, and before you know it, they will seem like they have always been in your home. Others may take longer to feel comfortable and warm up to you. During this adjustment period, you’ll need to show compassion for your new canine and give them the space they need.

Shortly after Amy, an ER nurse in Minnesota, split from her wife, she began volunteering with a local dog rescue organization, where she found comfort among canines. When a request for a foster family came through, she couldn’t resist saying yes to a malnourished golden retriever named Annie, who had sad eyes and six puppies. After the pups were weaned, Amy brought Annie home, where they bonded immediately. Annie forced Amy to get off the couch or out of bed and go for a walk, hike, or run, and she’d cuddle with Amy at night, sometimes even sharing her pillow. Three months after she officially adopted Annie, Amy’s divorce was finalized, and she realized she’d found love again—with a furry, four-pawed girlfriend. The level of trust, adoration, and unbridled affection between them was incredibly healing for both of them. “I don’t know if angels exist,” Amy says, “but if they do, I am pretty sure at least one looks like a golden retriever.”

Different dogs have different needs. Some will want lots of attention, while others will want their own space. Some will need a lot of exercise, and others will need a lot of sleep.II Some will want to play with you and your existing dogs, and others will want to be left alone. Nothing they want in these situations is wrong. It’s all vital information, and your job is to pay attention, watch closely, learn what the dog wants, and give it to them. The more peaceful your home is for your new dog, the more quickly they will relax, make themselves at home (in a good way), and start to bond with you. Jen and Ingo have found that with their rescue dogs, it typically takes two to three weeks for them to lose that initial anxiety and about six months before they really bond with the whole squad. It doesn’t always take that long; in some instances, it’s much quicker. They have adopted or fostered some dogs that from the day they first arrived acted like they’d lived with them their entire lives! But most dogs do need time to find their place in the home.

At the beginning of 2019, the Golden Ratio had five members, all girls: Hopper, Venkman, Maggie, Jasmine, and Queso. In March of that year, a new foster came along: Riley. He was the first boy to join the squad, and from the moment he walked into the yard, Jen fell in love with him. Unlike most dogs they rescued, Riley had been loved and cared for. When his owner had died suddenly and no family members wanted to take him in, he made his way to Jen and Ingo through GRREAT, the rescue group they work with. Riley was seven years old, had luxuriously wavy ears, soft brown eyes, and a sugar face. He smiled so much, but when he was annoyed, he would fix his face into an expression with V-shaped “angry eyebrows” until he got what he wanted.

On his first day with the squad, he dove onto the couch to snuggle up with Jen, and after that they were inseparable. Jen started calling him “my boyfren,” and he would stare into her eyes as she stroked his head. Ingo is a great guy, but Jen had also harbored a little jealousy that every dog liked him best. Even Hopper and Venkman, whom she had raised on her own as puppies, liked Ingo best. But not Riley. He was the first dog who was more interested in Jen than in anything else—sometimes even more than snacks that were being eaten on the couch. It was a bond that formed quickly and easily, like they were two lost puzzle pieces that finally made their way together and found a perfect fit.

When Jen and Ingo take in new fosters, the dogs usually spend the first few nights in a crate. This prevents potential problems, like the new pup getting up and looking for a drink of water during the night and accidentally stepping on one of the other dogs, startling everyone, and it helps prevent accidents or nervous chewing. As the new dogs settle in, Jen and Ingo decide when to give them more space. Some dogs are out of the crate and sleeping in Jen and Ingo’s bed on the second night. Others have spent a couple of months sleeping in a crate or in a separate room because they still had some tension with their other dogs.

At first, it’s vital to give your pup exactly what they ask for in terms of personal space. Rescue dogs, in particular, may have needs that can range from clinging to their owner and wanting to be at their side all the time (aka Velcro dogs) to retreating to another room and hiding under a table or taking refuge in their crate. Make sure that every member of the family, especially kids, is on the same page about learning what the dog needs and wants and honoring those wishes. This may disappoint kids who expect a new dog to be a certain way or who want to play with a pup who needs space. But it’s a good way for kids to learn about consent and empathy—and it’s crucial for helping a dog adapt to a new home and new people.

Jen’s rescue Queso is a good example. Until her arrival, all the dogs Jen had fostered had immediately blended in. About a year after taking in Maggie and Jasmine and becoming a squad of four, the D.C.-area golden retriever rescue group Jen works with called and asked if she could take in a thirteen-year-old whose owners had decided they didn’t want her anymore. Jen asked Ingo what he thought, and he replied, “Sure! What’s the difference between four and five?!” Queso had lived her life neglected in a backyard, and she hid in dark corners for weeks after she arrived.

For the first few days, Jen and Ingo couldn’t even get her to come out from under the dining room table. Forcing interaction would have done nothing except terrify her more, so they would pet her and give her gentle encouragement while also giving her a lot of space. Eventually, after a few months of settling in, Queso came out of her shell and would play-fight with Venkman, who was just three at the time, as though she had become a puppy again. During the entire time she was part of the Golden Ratio squad, she really seemed to age in reverse. Giving her the space she needed when she arrived was critical to that happy life.




Teaching Kids About Dogs

Whether it’s a puppy or a rescue dog, bringing a new pooch into the family is exciting for everyone and often especially for kids. But it’s important to help kids temper their exuberance and let the pup acclimate to its new home at its own pace. You might give them messages about not crowding the dog or forcing the pup to interact if it clearly wants to be alone. Similarly, it’s smart to tell your kids to leave the dog alone when the dog is eating or sleeping. It’s really important for a new dog to learn to like and trust children and not feel harassed or bothered by them. Early on, try not to leave a child and the dog together unsupervised. Err on the side of caution on this matter, and use the dog’s crate when you need to.

After all, just as a new dog needs to be trained to behave well in the family, kids need to be taught to behave well around the dog. Learning to respect and honor a pup’s body and boundaries is a key part of this. To that end, you’ll want to show your children how to pet and stroke the dog in a way that feels gentle and not threatening: Initially, it’s wise to encourage kids to let the new pup sniff their hand before petting, then to pet the dog under the chin and neck or on the back, rather than on the top of the head. Make it clear that a dog’s tail and ears should never be pulled, and discourage them from hugging the new dog: While kids may perceive hugging the pup as affectionate, the dog may view it as an aggressive or dominant action. Depending on the dog’s temperament, they may snap at or bite the child, try to escape from the hold, or display submissive behavior such as urinating on the spot.

Eventually, as the dog relaxes into the new home and bonds with individual family members, it may grow to appreciate hugs and cuddles. As a dog warms up and begins to feel safe and secure, it may start to show greater flexibility in being close to others or more willingness to play. But it’s important to let the dog take the lead on this. One of the best lessons you can give your kids is to teach them to respect the dog and not treat it like a stuffed animal or toy. Teach them how to read a dog’s body language (see “Understanding Canine Cues”) and to behave calmly and gently with the pup. If you’ll be working with a dog trainer, depending on the age and maturity of your school-age kids, you may want to involve them in the training process.

A common guideline for rescue dogs settling into a new household is the rule of 3’s. For the first three days, the dog will likely be overwhelmed. They may want to hide or they may be extra needy; during this time, the pup may have accidents in the house or startle easily. This is not necessarily a reflection of your dog’s real personality, so temper your reaction and show them that you are someone they can trust and feel safe around. After three weeks, your dog will start to feel more comfortable and settle in; that’s when their real personality will emerge, but you may also see behavioral issues, like begging, counter surfing, barking, or trying to bolt out the front door, that were repressed during the early days—this is a great time to work on training, which will build your bond. After three months, you should be well on your way to forging a connection.

As you integrate a new dog into your family, keep in mind that the notion of a pack mentality has become a bit archaic. “Wolves form packs—dogs don’t,” says Clive Wynne, PhD, a professor of psychology and founder of the Canine Science Collaboratory at Arizona State University. “Dogs have a fluid, easy-come, easy-go social structure.” And because research has shown that wolf theories regarding pack mentality don’t apply to bringing a dog into your home, people should not adopt a dominant “alpha” role in their relationship with their dog. It can lead to stress, especially in sensitive dogs, and it does not help build social harmony in the household. Instead, modern training techniques focus on positive reinforcement training, which rewards dogs for good behavior, and relationship-based training, which focuses on building a bond of trust between human and dog. This way you will learn how to ask your dog to do something, and they will be happy to go along with it. After three months, your dog should feel like part of the family; you will see their full personality, they should feel comfortable in their routine, and the bond between you should be growing and deepening.




Joining the Squad

If you already have dogs in your home, it’s important to introduce the newcomer properly, as Jen has learned through experience. Just as the U.S. was going into lockdown at the start of COVID in 2020, she and Ingo took in two foster dogs just a week apart. Their dogs Jasmine and Queso had just died, a week apart. When the rescue group told Jen, “We have a crazy young boy who needs a new foster,” she jumped at the chance to take in a healthy dog. Thus arrived Guacamole, a wild, three(ish)-year-old with minimal socialization and no manners. He had been dropped at a shelter and came to the house full of insecurities and uncontrolled emotions. A week later, they took in a dog they named Chief Brody, a nine-year-old who had been terribly neglected. He had bad allergies and was kept in a cone for years with untreated skin infections, which made him smell bad. His previous family had kept him locked away, overfed and under-loved, until they finally got tired of dealing with him and surrendered him to a rescue group.

Ingo drove Chief Brody from Maryland to Florida, arriving after midnight. When they came inside the house, all the other dogs woke up. They were overexcited that Ingo was home and surprised and unsure of the new dog who had just walked in. Everyone was barking, jumping around, and confused. Guacamole, still unsure of his place in the new house, started growling and trying to hump Brody. Brody was profoundly confused and scared, unsure if he should hide or if there was anyone he could trust. To calm the escalating tensions, Jen and Ingo ended up having to lock the dogs in different rooms, with Ingo and Brody sleeping in the guest room to stay isolated from the rest of the squad. Lesson learned. It was the last time Ingo arrived home with a dog in the middle of the night, making proper introductions impossible. (Guac has since matured into a distinguished gentleman with very good manners, and Chief Brody’s allergies have entirely resolved with a series of injections and the right food.)

Here is Jen and Ingo’s tried-and-true method for safely bringing a new dog into the home: If you have a yard, let the new dog explore the space on its own for as long as it likes—so it has a chance to relax and get the lay of the land. If your yard is fenced, walk the new dog on the leash in the yard, then let it wander freely so it can check out the scene and sniff to its heart’s content. If you don’t have a yard, find a nice, open space (a parking lot or green area will do), which will prevent a dog from feeling cornered or trapped.

Next, it’s time to introduce the resident dogs. Choose a time when you’re not rushed or stressed, so you can set the tone for everyone involved to be as calm and collected as possible. If you have multiple pooches, start with one and repeat this process, adding one dog to the group at a time. Put the new dog and your other dog on their own leashes and then let them slowly approach and sniff each other while holding the leashes; if either one gets their hackles up or tries to back away, you can move them away from each other; the goal is to make this as stress-free an introduction as possible. If one dog wants out of the situation, cater to its wishes and try again later. Eventually, they will be interested in sniffing each other. This may take time, and that’s okay. Remember, this is worth getting right. Then let them walk around with both dogs still on their respective leashes. (If you don’t have a yard, try a short walk up and down the block together.) If things are still going well and you have a fenced space, let the new dog off leash and then let your other dog off leash. Be sure to keep an eye on them so you can pull your older dog back if it’s crowding the new dog.

This meet-and-greet situation can go many different ways. Jen and Ingo have had some dogs who meet and within thirty seconds are playing and chasing each other around the backyard as if they were old friends. They’ve had others who just want to hide because they get very stressed out when the resident dogs approach. Jen and Ingo give those new dogs a private room with a baby gate so they can see and smell the other dogs through it, but they let them take as many days as they need to indicate that they’re comfortable coming out and joining the squad. While it can be tempting to force the dogs together, hoping they will just sort things out and become best pals, don’t. It’s really important to minimize anxiety for everyone—the four-pawed creatures as well as the two-footed ones—so be prepared that some dogs may require more time and space as you embark on the process of merging a new dog into your home.

Keep in mind that sometimes playful battles can look a lot like fighting and sometimes they can cross over into something a bit more aggressive. If one dog is trying to disengage, but the other dog isn’t letting them, it’s important to interrupt and let the scared dog escape, even if they choose to jump right back in. For dogs, feeling overwhelmed or scared can lead to aggression. As someone dealing with this situation, you might feel scared and worried about what’s going to happen, and you may feel like you need to lash out with anger to protect yourself. But if you see one dog getting amped up with their hackles raised, or they’re chomping too hard on their companion, you’ll want to do something to bring their level of stimulation down rather than scaring them. Sometimes, just momentarily interrupting their play will work. Then, wait for the dogs to shake, as if they are shaking off water when they’re wet—dogs use this movement to shake off stress, and it’s a good sign to look for when they are play-fighting. Stepping in to interrupt the encounter, then letting them shake off the excitement, will often bring them back to a comfortable level of enthusiasm.

You can also introduce toys as calming or transitional objects. Jen and Ingo’s dog Guacamole sometimes has trouble managing his emotions. When he came to them as a foster, Jen gave him an Ikea Blåhaj stuffed shark that he carried everywhere for a week—and even kept in his mouth when he was sleeping. He still sleeps with a stuffed toy at night and when he gets overexcited in play (or any other time, like when guests come over), handing him a stuffed toy quickly brings his stimulation level down by about 50 percent. If your dog can self-soothe by carrying a toy or ball around, by chewing a Kong or bone in their crate, or by sleeping on the bed or towel they’ve taken a liking to, give them those opportunities. The more they learn that your home is a peaceful, safe environment, the more open they will be to forming a bond with you.

In the meantime, it’s crucial to establish routines early on—and to keep them consistent. Having a routine helps dogs with learning, housebreaking, and bonding, and enhances your dog’s emotional well-being. Research has found that when dogs arrive at a shelter, they have elevated levels of cortisol (a stress hormone), which isn’t surprising. However, after a routine is established during their first few days there, their cortisol levels decrease; this suggests that the disruption in routine was partly responsible for their stress. This echoes many other studies in animals that show a change in routine increases stress hormones.

Routines are beneficial for people, too. Peter and his wife rescued their first Bouvier, named Olive, when she was four months old. A letter carrier in Canada, Peter found a kindred spirit in Olive, who was reserved by nature. Not only were they in sync emotionally but Olive helped relieve Peter’s anxiety and enjoyed meditating with him. “No matter where Olive was in the house, when the soft music started to play, she would come running to join in,” recalls Peter. This was a habit for the two of them until Olive died just after her tenth birthday. Now the couple have Hank, also a Bouvier, who is two years old. “Hank is all about his routine—walks, meals, treats, playtime, potty breaks, bedtime,” says Peter. “His daily routine has enabled us to maintain a sense of normalcy in these unprecedented times. Hank gives us purpose every single day.”

While some people think schedules don’t matter because dogs can’t really tell time, scientific research has shown this is not the case. The medial entorhinal cortex (MEC) is an area of the brain that’s responsible for navigation and the perception of time. It’s been known that animals have this area in their brains, but that didn’t necessarily mean they could tell time (they might have used it primarily for navigation). However, a study published in a 2018 issue of the journal Nature Neuroscience revealed that animals have a set of neurons in the MEC that are activated when an animal is waiting. In the study, researchers had mice run on a treadmill in a virtual-reality environment that led down a hall to a door; after six seconds, the door would open and the mouse could continue down the hallway to receive its reward. This was the routine, and after six weeks of training, the mice learned to stop for the six-second waiting period—because they could tell how much time had passed—before they could collect the reward.

Here’s where things get interesting. When the mice later had the opportunity to grab the reward sooner, they continued to wait six seconds, and the MEC in their brains was activated while they waited. Simply put, they knew what was expected of them and they honored it, based on their perception of time. According to study coauthor Daniel Dombeck, PhD, an associate professor of neurobiology at Northwestern University, these findings reflect that dogs know when their routine is disrupted: “This is one of the most convincing experiments to show that animals really do have an explicit representation of time in their brains when they are challenged to measure a time interval.”

Other research with dogs has shown that they can tell the difference in time intervals from seconds to minutes. Basically, dogs have the cognitive capacity to monitor time; they can tell how much time has passed, and they can learn patterns in their day. When their routine is disrupted, their stress levels go up, both psychologically and physically.

Given that dogs thrive on steadiness, it’s important to make an effort to feed your dog breakfast, snacks, and dinner around the same times every day. Similarly, go on walks, have playtime and snuggle time, and take potty breaks at regular times, during the day and evening. This kind of consistency will reduce your dog’s stress level and provide a sense of predictability and stability that will help your pup feel secure. And if you’re the person providing this routine, your dog will learn that you are someone to trust and someone who makes them feel better.

Anyone who has had a dog with a well-established routine knows how much it means to them. We have all awakened, on a day we planned to sleep in, to a nose on the edge of the bed, letting us know it’s time to get up. We’ve seen our dogs stand next to their bowl at mealtime waiting for it to be filled. We’ve seen them go to the door and give us a look that says, No matter what the weather is, it’s time to suit up and go for a walk! Routine doesn’t bore dogs. They’re almost grateful for it because it gives them a structure to center their lives around. It makes them feel secure and confident, and it helps them connect with us through all of those activities.





Doing the Locomotion Together

Jen has found that walking properly on a leash is rarely a strong suit for puppies or new rescue dogs. The experience often results in frustration… and sometimes in injuries. She has sprained ankles when dogs pulled her off the sidewalk to lunge at other dogs. She has sprained fingers, developed tennis elbow, and aggravated a shoulder injury while trying to contain an exuberant young dog who used their full power to run at anything that caught their eye. Guacamole has caused so many problems that Jen sometimes jokes that he’s trying to murder her: He has become startled by big trucks going by and bolted, yanking Jen to the ground, bloodying her knees, and he has wrapped the leash around her legs then run toward another dog more times than she can count. Other dogs have slipped out of their collars and required dramatic chase-downs to get back. Many dogs have endangered their own lives as they wandered into a busy street because they had no concept of what a sidewalk is for.

The good news is that dogs can be trained to walk properly on a leash. Your dog may still pull, but within a range that is safe for them and for you. During walks, be patient with your new pooch. Finding a relatively quiet spot to walk, even if it’s around the perimeter of a field, will help. Jen likes to use a body harness instead of a collar so the dog can’t easily pull away or choke themselves if they do pull. To protect her arms and hands from a dog that might jerk her around, she also likes to use a waist leash, which has a loop that goes around the waist or hips and the leash clips onto that. This lets you use your full body weight to control the dog instead of just your arm.

On these initial walks, let your dog stop and sniff as much as they want to—it is mentally stimulating and helps tire out their brains, as well. Don’t expect perfect behavior on a leash. The purpose of these early walks is to reduce anxiety and help your dog learn that you are a source of love, kindness, and support. Whenever you can, take a beat and check your own stress level because research shows that people can transmit stress through a leash while walking their dogs. If you want to have a calm and happy dog, you will need to learn to train your pup in a calm and happy way—that initial tone will become the foundation of your relationship. Making a dog feel fearful will ratchet up their stress level and ultimately backfire in terms of helping the dog adjust. New research has found, for example, that when dogs are trained using aversive stimuli (as in, punishment for incorrect behavior), they exhibit more stress-related behavior. They also show greater increases in saliva levels of the stress hormone cortisol after negative reinforcement training sessions than dogs who are coached with reward-based approaches, such as treats, verbal praise, or petting. When your pup is good and behaves well, praise them lavishly so that they will come to associate those training sessions or walks with positivity. (If you don’t have experience with dog-training, you’ll find specific recommendations for books, training videos, and socialization and obedience classes in the “Resources” section of the book’s website.)




Learning to Speak Your Dog’s Language

As a dog acclimates to your home, stress-related behaviors will start to fade. As you get to know each other, make an effort to read your dog’s barks and body language and figure out what they want and need. For example, dogs that are submissive often “lower their posture and lick the mouths of individuals—dog or human—whose preeminence they recognize,” according to Clive Wynne, PhD, of the Canine Science Collaboratory at Arizona State University. So if the thought of having a canine tongue on your mouth strikes you as icky—as it initially did for Stacey when she discovered that Sadie is an incorrigible mouth-kisser with people (but not other dogs)—it may help to remember that it’s a sign of respect and admiration from a pup. Whether or not you choose to let your dog lick you on the mouth is up to you. But recognizing this as a signal that your dog views you as being in a position of authority is not only reassuring but also a reminder that you don’t need to go to great lengths to establish your dominance.

Just as good communication is essential for healthy human relationships, the same is true of the human-canine connection. Building trust, respect, and understanding is essential to forging a healthy, joyful bond between you, and learning to communicate well with each other is a cornerstone of that foundation. The reality is, dog-owners often spend a considerable amount of time and energy training their canine companions to understand directions and commands. But humans don’t always dedicate the same attention or effort to learning what their pooches are trying to tell them.III Interestingly, dogs’ facial expressions aren’t simply an expression of how they’re feeling; they also may have a social communication function. To test this proposition, Juliane Kaminski and colleagues evaluated dogs’ changes in facial expression in an experimental situation in which a person was either paying attention to them or turned away from them and either presented an arousing stimulus (food!) or not. They found that dogs produced significantly more facial movements when the person was paying attention to them than when she wasn’t; the presence or absence of food had no effect on the dogs’ behavior. The researchers’ conclusion: Dogs’ “facial expressions are not just inflexible and involuntary displays of emotional states, but rather potentially active attempts to communicate with others.”

Dogs communicate their wants, needs, feelings, and perceptions in many different ways, including through posture, body language, facial expressions, and verbalizing, such as barks, whines, growls, sighs, and groans. It’s generally a mistake to rely on any one signal to interpret how your dog is feeling; it’s often the constellation of cues that conveys the message your dog is trying to give you. If you learn what your dog is trying to tell you and your dog knows that you “get it,” you’ll develop a deeper bond, including greater trust and respect between you—and you’ll have a lot more fun together.

Sometimes it’s fairly easy to detect how a dog is feeling. Other times it’s not. Some of it depends on the dog’s personality. When they want to eat, go outside, be petted or played with, some dogs will paw at their owners or nudge them with their noses, while others will whine or bark. Jen’s dogs make a habit of taking a big, sloppy drink and then resting their wet jowls on her laptop keyboard, which always gets them immediate attention. In other instances, the meaning behind communication signals may depend on the circumstances. When a dog wags its tail and barks, for example, that may be a sign of wanting to play or being excited—or it could be a sign of aggression or hostility. The truth is, people frequently misinterpret tail-wagging. All it really means is that the dog is emotionally aroused or ramped up, and the faster the wagging, the more emotionally aroused the dog is—in either direction.

A case in point: While walking her dog Inky, an Akita mix, Stacey used to encounter people who wanted their dogs to say hello on the sidewalk in their neighborhood, despite the fact that Inky was crouched low to the ground and essentially stalking the other dog. She’d explain that he wasn’t friendly toward other dogs, especially when on a leash. The typical response was “But his tail is wagging!” Yes, she’d explain, but that’s because he had fear-aggression and he wasn’t sure if he wanted to play or fight. And she didn’t want to risk finding out.

Interestingly, a study by Angelo Quaranta and colleagues in Italy found that the direction of a dog’s tail-wagging may hold clues to how a dog is really feeling. In an experiment, thirty dogs were each placed in their own large, rectangular wooden box that was covered inside with black plastic so the dogs couldn’t see outside the box (the box was illuminated inside so the dog wasn’t in darkness). One by one, the dogs were brought to a testing box that had a rectangular opening on one of the shorter sides of the box, and a new stimulus (the dog’s owner, an unfamiliar person, a dominant unfamiliar dog, or a cat) was introduced for sixty seconds with a ninety-second break in between each one. During each encounter, the researchers evaluated the dog’s wagging behavior. When dogs saw their owners (a positive event), they tended to wag more vigorously to the right side; by contrast, when they saw an unfamiliar dominant dog, their tails wagged more strongly to the left side (suggesting withdrawal tendencies). Interestingly, tail-wagging to the left is tied to activation of the right hemisphere of the brain, which specializes in the expression of intensive emotions.

In another study, Elena Gobbo and Manja Zupan Šemrov investigated physiological responses—namely, changes in facial and body surface temperature and salivary cortisol and serotonin concentrations—in dogs that had showed aggressive or non-aggressive behavior in everyday situations in the past. The aggressive group consisted of sixteen male German and Belgian shepherd police dogs, whereas the non-aggressive group was made up of fifteen male herding dogs that had been trained to behave calmly in new situations. During the ten-minute experiments, the dogs were exposed to potentially challenging situations—such as being approached by a tester and petted with an artificial hand, the sudden appearance of a cat on a sled, the sudden blasting of a horn, being approached quickly and surrounded by three testers, and the like—and their behavior was videotaped and later evaluated. The most interesting findings: It turned out that the aggressive dogs were more likely to engage in left-sided tail-wagging and to have a lower posture with their ears held back—as well as lower serotonin concentrations and increases in their facial temperature during these aggressive moments.

Dogs may bark when they’re excited, frightened, irritated, surprised, or experiencing other strong feelings. The meaning can often be detected by the pitch of a dog’s bark, how many times it barks consecutively, and how much time there is between barks. During playtime, for example, your dog is likely to release a more high-pitched bark than the one it uses to warn that there’s a stranger outside the front door. Paying attention to patterns as your dog barks, including the type of bark that’s made and changes in the dog’s body language, will help you get better at interpreting these sound effects.

Besides learning how to read a dog’s body language and other cues, it’s important to consider the following questions: What makes your dog happy? (Is it being fed, going on walks, being talked to or pet, getting brushed, playing ball?) What does your dog simply tolerate? (Maybe it’s having their teeth brushed or being bathed.) And what activities does your dog try to avoid? (When you try to give your pup medicine or kiss their face, does the dog turn away?) If you consciously look for your dog’s likes and dislikes, you can make a point to give them as many of the desired experiences and as few of the unwanted ones as possible, thereby allowing both of you to thoroughly enjoy your time together. If your dog loves being in the car, for example, take them on errands whenever you can—it’ll be a treat for both of you. But if they hate car rides, don’t do this. Of course, there will be times when your pup needs a bath, has to go to the vet, or needs to have their teeth brushed, even if they don’t like it; you’ll want to find ways to make these situations as comfortable as possible for both of you. (Never underestimate the power of peanut butter to improve a challenging situation.)

Learning what stresses out your dog is an important step in fostering a sense of security and helping your pooch recognize you as someone they can rely on to protect them. The early weeks after bringing a dog home are not a good time to try all sorts of exciting new things; simply establishing a routine and getting to know each other is plenty of stimulation. Once your dog seems secure enough to meet new people or try new activities, start small. Invite a few people over, but don’t introduce the dog to new people at a big party or café patio. Keep it mellow. Many dogs will be happy to meet a new friend, but some dogs may be scared. We have met many rescues who are afraid of men, for example, or afraid of people wearing a specific type of clothing (like a uniform). A slow, gradual introduction to the rest of the world will let you figure out what scares your pooch and give you the opportunity to immediately take them out of that situation; after that, you can work on helping them overcome that particular fear or learn to live with it.
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An aggressive or angry dog’s posture is upright but may be slightly forward-leaning, with a stiff tail, hackles (the fur along their back) standing up, ears forward and erect, and possibly bared teeth.
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An alert dog has a tail that’s slightly raised, their ears are forward to pick up sound, and their mouth may be closed or slightly open.
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A dog that’s curious will perk up their ears, hold their head up with mouth closed, and often cock their head to one side to look at what they’re interested in.
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A fearful or nervous dog will often pull their ears back or flat against their head. The tail is likely to be low or tucked between their legs, and they may lie down, yawn, or shake as though they’re wet, to release tension.
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A happy, content dog has a relaxed, casual posture, with their head held high, eyes soft, ears up, and mouth open, often with the tongue hanging out loosely.
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A playful dog will have their ears perked up and will look directly at you, usually with an open mouth and tail-wagging. They may do a “play bow” where they place their chest on the ground and their rump in the air.





Also, don’t force your expectations about fun places or activities on your dog. It doesn’t always work. When Jen spent a winter in Miami near a dog park, she thought it would be great to take her two young dogs (Hopper and Venkman) to play there. They hated it because there were big dogs, including many unneutered males, who humped any dog they could get near and whose owners did nothing to stop it. For a week, the people in the small dogs area invited her goldens to come and play. These dogs were well behaved and Jen’s dogs liked this area better. But the overall stress of the dog park made it so that even when she and the pups just walked by, her dogs would try to pull her in the other direction.

Neither Jen nor Stacey has ever had a dog that enjoyed accompanying them to a restaurant for outdoor dining, either—the experience was overstimulating and stressful for the pups. Obviously, plenty of dogs do love the dog park and eating with their humans on a patio, but just because it seems fun to you does not mean your dog will agree. You’ll have to test the proposition and pay attention to your pup’s reaction. Believe your dog when they make it clear that they don’t like something; don’t force them into it just because you want a dog who will sit with you while you have coffee at a sidewalk café. Your bond depends on you learning and respecting your dog’s boundaries; it’s not just about having your dog follow your rules and respect the boundaries you establish. It needs to be reciprocal. You want your dog to trust you, and in order to do that, they have to know that you’re acting in their best interest.



By taking these steps to help your dog acclimate to your home and develop routines and rituals that you both enjoy, you and your furry friend will quickly form a meaningful attachment. You’ll find a sense of comfort and joy in each other’s presence. You’ll grow to love and trust each other. And before you know it, you’ll both come to feel that the other creature really is the best thing ever! As Michael Gerson once wrote, “what other object can you bring into your home that makes you smile every time you see it? [My dog] Jack is a living, yipping, randomly peeing antidepressant.”


	
I. For more information about GRREAT (Golden Retriever Rescue, Education, and Training), visit http://grreat.org.

	
II. In general, “dogs need a lot more sleep than humans do—14 hours a day,” says Clive Wynne, Ph.D., author of Dog Is Love: Why and How Your Dog Loves You.

	
III. As American author Edward Hoagland noted: “In order to really enjoy a dog, one doesn’t merely try to train him to be semi-human. The point of it is to open oneself to the possibility of becoming partly a dog.”
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