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  To all the dogs we’ve loved—those we’ve outwitted, and those who have outwitted us.




  Introduction




  Dogs. How we love them. How cute they can look. Those big brown eyes. Those soft ears. Innocent as angels. Only one thing: Looks can deceive. Oh, can they deceive. Those little angels—our sweet little angels—can cause all kinds of trouble. Big trouble. The truth is, those “little angels” can have the upper hand before you can say “Golden Retriever.”




  What kind of trouble, you ask? Well, it depends on the dog. Some have been known to claim entire houses as their personal toilets. Others specialize in eating furniture. Or knocking people over just to say hello. Or chasing visitors away, including some who are supposed to be there, like mail deliverers. Or repair people. Or your in-laws.




  The fact is, dogs are animals. When you think about it, that may be the reason we like them so much. They’re like us, but they’re also very different. They see the world differently than we do. They solve certain problems differently than we do. They communicate differently than we do.




  We like them, even love them. But sometimes we get into trouble because after we invite them into our homes, they turn around and behave—like animals.




  

    A National Obsession?




    According to the American Pet Products Manufacturers Association, 40 million American households include at least one dog. That’s 39 percent of households. The APPMA also reports that, on average, if you own any pet, it will cost you $460 per year. The biggest chunk of that will be veterinary care, followed by food, then other supplies.


  




  One big difference between dogs and humans is language. Yes, dogs can learn to associate certain human words with certain behaviors or opportunities. Your dog may well learn what “Want to take a walk?” means. Hopefully, your dog will also learn that when you say “sit” or “down” or “give,” you expect the dog to respond in certain ways.




  But dogs don’t learn language the way people do. We have to teach them to associate words with particular behaviors. And this takes a bit of technique—plus repetition, practice, and consistency. And even under the best circumstances, there’s always a chance your dog will get something wrong. There are plenty of dogs out there who think “Come! Come!” really means “Run! Run!”




  To make matters even more complicated, dogs can be very, very tricky. When they want something, they can be awfully clever about getting it. Their problem-solving skills can be amazing. And they can learn the difference between breaking a rule and getting caught breaking a rule. You can call it sneaky if you like, but in reality, it’s doggy smarts.




  The good news is that, fortunately, most humans are smarter than most dogs. Just by virtue of your having begun to read this book, you’re proving that you’re pretty far up the intelligence scale. (Ever catch your dog reading a book?) Your brain is many times larger than a dog’s. You’re capable of certain kinds of thinking, like abstraction and rational analysis, that dogs are not.




  In other words, you have what it takes to outwit a dog.




  
Chapter 1 OUTWITTING DOGS: IT REALLY IS POSSIBLE





  

    A Canadian psychologist is selling a video that teaches you how to test your dog’s IQ. Here’s how it works: If you spend $12.99 for the video, your dog is smarter than you.




    —Jay Leno


  




  If you’re going to get a dog, there’s something you need to face: Some amount of accommodation is inevitable. You’re going to have to give something up. Maybe lots of things.




  Now, it may be that you already realize this, because you already have a dog. At this point, the first thing to do is take a deep breath and relax. Your life has changed. Well, half the battle is your mental attitude. You can get through this.




  But what if you don’t have a dog yet? Maybe you’re only thinking about it at this point. Maybe the kids are begging you for a dog and you’re about to give in. Or maybe you’re a “cat person” who’s just proposed marriage to a “dog person” and you want to know what you’re up against. Or maybe you had a dog as a kid, and now that you’re an adult you’d like to get one again. Your parents did all the training the first time; now you want an idea of how to go about it yourself before you take the plunge.




  Whatever the situation is, you have your routine, your living space, your stuff. You probably have a job or will at some point in the next 10 or 15 years. You may have other pets, who may, incidentally, look like food or toys to a dog.




  So let’s take a look at how bringing a dog into your life is going to change it.




  For Anyone Thinking of Getting a Dog . . .




  Dogs are dependent. They have physical needs that crop up every few hours, regardless of your mood or your schedule. They’re social animals. They aren’t happy if left alone for long periods of time. They’re active animals. They can’t be confined for too long, and if you don’t give them things to do they’ll make up their own fun. In other words, they’re demanding.




  Dogs also have their little quirks. They love to chew, for example. Chewing, to a dog, is as fun as watching television or reading a book is to a human. It’s great recreation. It’s a way to relax. It’s what dogs like to do when there’s nothing else going on. What’s more, dogs aren’t born knowing the difference between a $2 piece of rawhide and a $2,000 leather chair. They both chew real good, to a dog.




  Another quirk about dogs: They aren’t very good with flush toilets. To them, the ground is a toilet. And from a dog’s perspective, the ground includes the floors inside your house—unless you teach your dog the difference.




  So what does that mean to you? It means that, before you get that dog, you need to prepare yourself mentally. From now on, your routine is going to revolve, to some extent, around your dog. You’re going to have to adjust your life to make sure your dog gets enough exercise, potty breaks, training, and attention. Every day. And while you’re at it, you should prepare yourself mentally for the possibility of seeing some of your stuff get damaged, especially if your new friend is coming as a puppy.




  There are some extreme steps you can take to minimize your risks. You could, for example, buy a house that is completely tiled inside, withdrain holes in the floor of each room, kind of like the shower room at the local health club. That way, if you run into a little trouble house-training your dog, no problem—just hose things down.




  You may also think about selling any furniture that’s worth any money or storing any that has sentimental value. Replace it with junk you pick up on the curb on garbage day and presto: No more worrying about a dog gnawing on a chair leg.




  Outside, you could consider replacing your flower beds and lawn with gravel. Then if your dog wants to dig, who cares? Just rake the stones once a week or so to level things out, and you’re done. (No more mowing, either!)




  Okay, so these options sound a bit extreme. Plus, if you have any other humans living with you, they might object.




  So what’s a more reasonable way to prepare?




  The first step, odd as it may sound, is to pick the right dog. Get this step right, and you solve a whole bunch of problems—by avoiding them in the first place.




  Preparation Step 1: Picking the Right Dog




  To pick the right dog, you need to understand what type of dog will best fit you, your family, and your lifestyle. Suppose you’re shopping for a purebred dog. And suppose you’re a couch potato who thinks opening the refrigerator door qualifies as an aerobic workout. You’d be crazy to adopt a dog bred for physical work. Dogs bred to hunt (like Weimaraners or coon hounds) or herd (like Border Collies or Australian Shepherds) are often high-energy animals who need hours of exercise a day. If they don’t get that exercise, they might find other ways to burn off their energy, like eating your walls—while you’re trying to catch a nap.




  If, on the other hand, you jog 12 miles a day and think power-climbing mountains is a great way to spend your weekends, don’t pick a little lapdog who was bred to sit quietly and warm the legs of royal courtiers. The little guy will struggle to keep up with you. Unless you plan on carrying him while you scale your peaks.




  Part of what we’re talking about here is what dog people call temperament. Think of it as a dog’s basic personality. Dogs can be lively and high-energy, or laid-back. They can be outgoing or introverted. Some welcome new experiences. Others take a wait-and-see attitude about new things.




  For those of us who want to bring dogs into our homes as companions, temperament is perhaps the most important consideration.




  So how do you go about finding a dog with the right temperament for you?




  You can start by researching breeds. Look for books on dog breeds—there are many.




  Then, as you narrow your search, talk to reputable breeders with experience in the breeds that interest you. A reputable breeder is one who deliberately breeds animals for particular traits. These traits may include looks, if the breeder breeds primarily to produce show dogs. It may be the dogs’ ability to do a certain type of work. For example, some Labrador Retriever breeders select their breeding stock for retrieving ability.




  Other breeders breed purebred dogs specifically as pets. These breeders are less concerned with how a dog looks, and more concerned with whether their dogs will make good companion animals.




  A person is not considered a reputable breeder if he has a couple of purebred dogs and figures puppies are a good way to make a little extra money.




  Why does this matter? Because temperament is partly the result of breeding—genetics. And conscientious breeders pay attention to temperament. They don’t just throw any old male and female dog together to make puppies. They consider the dogs’ temperaments—and the temperaments of their parents and grandparents—and how it will affect the puppies.




  This is true even when breeders breed for show. Each breed’s American Kennel Club (AKC) standard describes what that breed’s temperament should be, right along with descriptions of the dog’s coat, head shape, and other physical characteristics. Fox Terriers are supposed to be “gay, lively and active.” A Puli should be “affectionate, intelligent and . . . sensibly suspicious.” A Newfoundland should exhibit “sweetness of temperament.”




  Because their show dogs have to exhibit the right temperament, show breeders need to know their breed’s ideal temperament. And they need to develop animals who have that temperament. So these breeders have a wealth of information about the temperament of their chosen breeds.




  Another important resource for learning about breed temperament is rescue organizations. These are not-for-profit, volunteer, breed-specific groups that foster and place dogs who need homes. In many cases, their dogs have ended up in rescue because they were a poor match for their original homes. So rescue groups have lots of information about what can go wrong with their breeds. After all, they don’t want your future dog to end up with them.




  If you have Internet access, you can find online mailing lists that are breed-specific. Find them by doing a search or visiting a service, like Yahoo!, that hosts online groups. The members of these lists share common interests in particular breeds. Many have owned a particular breed of dog for some time, and will share information about the breed’s temperament. One word of caution, however, when consulting this type of source. Anyone can give advice. But their information may or may not be valid. Some of it may be based on data, but some may be anecdotal. Take any information you glean from this type of source with a degree of skepticism.




  You can also find books and Web site questionnaires that will help you match your lifestyle and other preferences to particular breeds of dog. These resources are helpful, but can’t replace talking to people who have actually owned the breed.




  Of course, temperament is only one factor you should consider. The size of the dog also matters. If you live in a studio apartment, a Saint Bernard may make things a bit crowded. If your home is a sprawling Montana ranch, a bigger dog would fit nicely. (Of course, size can take a backseat to temperament on this count as well: A smalldog with a lively temperament can take up more space than a laid-back larger dog.)




  Particular breeds of dogs also may have little quirks. As one example, there are herding dogs, like Welsh Corgis and Australian Cattle Dogs, who were originally bred for cattle droving. These dogs were supposed to help move cows from place to place, and they did it by nipping at the cows’ heels. This is fine if you need to move cattle. But it’s trouble when these dogs nip at the heels of running children. Kids don’t like it very much, and you probably won’t, either. You can minimize this tendency through training, but it isn’t easy. So if you have kids, and you’re not up for the hassle, pick another type of dog.




  Some breeds of dog tend to be more vocal than others.




  Grooming needs are another consideration. Long-haired dogs require frequent, if not daily, brushing. Some breeds, like Poodles, have hair that grows continually. It needs to be trimmed periodically or it will grow out of control. Other dogs never need their coats trimmed—because they shed all the time.




  These characteristics all refer to purebreds. But suppose you plan to get a mixed breed? Sometimes you can guesstimate a dog’s characteristics by what breed (or breeds) he most closely resembles. If the dog has a German Shepherd coat and upright ears, for example, he may have a Shepherd’s temperament and exercise needs. If the dog has a Pit Bull’s head, it may have a Pit Bull’s drive and tenacity. And so on. If you’re adopting from an animal shelter, ask the staff what the dog’s lineage might be. If you’re adopting from a neighbor or your cousin on the farm, ask about the dog’s parents. Take some time to consider what the dog’s breed heritage might be.




  Considering a breed’s general characteristics is, however, only a start. Within any breed there will be individual variations in temperament. Border Collies are known to be high-energy dogs, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t a Border Collie out there, somewhere, who would prefer to sleep 23 hours a day. Golden Retrievers are usually thought of as mellow, friendly love muffins, but there is probably a Golden somewhere who is fearful and high-strung.




  

    Thinking Outside the Breed




    Learning about breed characteristics is helpful. But it can also tempt us to draw conclusions about dogs that don’t always match reality.




    When our son Kyle was eight years old, we had a young English Cocker who was great at scent tracking. She was so good, in fact, that she easily earned her American Kennel Club “Tracking Dog Excellent” title.




    After a while, word got out with the county sheriff’s department that an ace tracking dog lived at our house. So one night the sheriff called to see if I’d go out on a search for an escaped felon. When Kyle—who had helped me train the dog by laying out track for her to practice on—learned that I’d refused, he was mortified. “Mom, it would be way cool if she found the bad guy!”




    “But Kyle,” I said, “the sheriff probably thinks we still have German Shepherds. He’d laugh himself silly if I showed up with a little English Cocker.”




    Kyle wasn’t dissuaded. “Mom, she could be an undercover police dog!”




    And you know, Kyle had a point. When we think of police dogs, we think of German Shepherds, or perhaps other large breeds like Rottweilers or Doberman Pinschers. But sometimes it helps to question our assumptions about breeds—otherwise we might overlook a dog’s true talents.




    T. R.


  




  In fact, any given individual dog may tend to be confident or fearful, aggressive or laid-back, spirited or quiet, open to new experiences or happier with the tried and true. Some dogs are naturally receptive to making new friends. Others are, by nature, wary of strangers. To a certain extent, you can modify these tendencies through training. But it’s far wiser to select an individual dog born with traits you need in a pet. If you teach piano lessons in your home, for example, and you get a dog who tends to mistrust strangers, you’ve put tremendous pressure on yourself as a dog owner. It’s a big enough challenge to train the basics, like where to potty and when to sit. Don’t add an extra burden by picking a dog who comes with special training needs.




  So how do you figure out whether that individual dog you’re considering has the right temperament for you? Unless you’re experienced with dogs, the best thing to do is ask someone who has seen a lot of them. If you’re adopting a dog from a shelter, be honest with the staff about your tolerance for certain characteristics. Tell them if you think a hyper, barky dog will drive you bonkers or is just what you’re looking for to liven up your life. Then let them guide you to a dog they have observed to have the temperament you want.




  Do the same if you’re adopting from a breeder.




  One thing you should try to avoid is to adopt a “puppy mill” dog from a pet store. The goal of puppy mills is to turn out large numbers of puppies for a profit. As a result, the puppies’ socialization, health, and other needs may be neglected.




  And this can have negative consequences for you later. As one example, consider housetraining. One of the biggest advantages you have when it’s time to housetrain a puppy is that most puppies try not to soil their beds (we’ll explain more about this in chapter 4). When puppies are first born, their mother keeps their bed clean by eating their feces. She herself leaves the bed when she needs to potty. Then, when the puppies get older, they will leave the bed to potty as well. This appears to be instinctive behavior: Dogs naturally want to keep their sleeping area clean.




  Now, suppose you have a situation where the mother dog and her puppies can’t leave their bed. This is often true at puppy mills, where dogs are kept in small cages or crates. In this case, the puppy will be living in a dirty bed. The puppy will be sleeping and playing in his feces and the feces of his mother and littermates. As a result, the natural tendency of the puppy to keep his den clean may be lost. So when that puppy, months later, goes home to live with a human, housetraining becomes much more difficult.




  Dogs bred in puppy mills may also have missed out on important socialization. Ideally, puppies should be exposed to a variety of experiences before 16 weeks of age. For example, they should be introduced to normal household activities and sounds, like vacuuming, doorbells, and television noise. When puppies have these kinds of experiences from the start, they tend to be more flexible and tolerant later on.




  In fact, conscientious breeders will deliberately expose their puppies to all kinds of experiences. This makes your job easier, because you’re less likely to end up with a dog who freaks out when you open an umbrella or slam the car door.




  This doesn’t mean you shouldn’t ask questions, even if you buy from a small breeder. For example, did the puppies live in the breeder’s home, or were they kept in a barn or kennel? If the puppies were isolated from normal household routines and human contact, you should strongly consider going elsewhere to pick your dog.




  If you’re looking in an animal shelter, there may be no way to know the history of the dog. In that case, pay attention to how the dog behaves and reacts to the environment. Spend time with the dog before you make a final decision. Observe her closely. What does she do if she sees something unusual? Flinch and run away? Or run up to sniff it? When you talk and try to play, does the dog pay attention or ignore you? Does she seem nervous and jumpy or relaxed? To some extent, the answer to these questions will depend on the environment. A dog in a shelter may, for example, be overwhelmed or anxious. Try taking the dog out for a walk around the shelter grounds to observe her away from the noisy kennels. Another factor is the dog’s age. Sometimes dogs calm down a bit as they get older. Allow for these variables as you look for clues to the dog’s temperament.




  Preparation Step 2: Getting the Right Stuff




  Once you’ve picked your dog, the next step is to prepare your home. Here’s the basic stuff you’ll need to be ready for your dog:




  ✦ Food.




  ✦ Food and water dishes.




  ✦ Treats.




  ✦ Chew toys.




  ✦ Collar.




  ✦ Leash.




  ✦ Crate.




  FOOD




  There are numerous choices for feeding your dog. There’s the dry and canned stuff you can pick up at your local supermarket. There are premium brands of commercial dog food carried by dealers and pet supply stores. There are special formulations of commercial dog foods for puppies, overweight dogs, seniors, and dogs with particular health problems.




  The majority of commercial dog food brands are made of a combination of grain by-products and meat by-products from rendering plants. Some specialty brands use only food-grade ingredients; these tend to be expensive because the ingredients cost more. Some dog owners skip the store-bought stuff entirely and feed their dogs homemade meals. A subcategory of this is raw diets, which include uncooked meat and bone.




  Because switching diets can cause diarrhea, if you decide to feed your dog a different diet than was provided by the breeder, shelter, or previous owner, make the switch gradually. For example, if you’re switching the dog from one brand of commercial dog food to another, for the first week, feed three-quarters of the dog’s old food mixed with one-quarter of the new food. The second week, make a 50–50 mix. The third week, feed a quarter of the old food mixed with three-quarters of the new. By the fourth week, your switch will be complete.




  If you’re switching from commercial dog food to a raw diet, follow the recommendations of someone who has some experience with the transition.




  A common mistake many novice dog owners make is to overfeed. Just because your dog acts like he’s starving doesn’t mean you’re not feeding enough. Most dogs act hungry all the time. (As we’ll see later, however, this is actually a good thing.) So watch your dog’s weight. Ask a vet how to tell if your dog is too fat or too thin and adjust your feedings accordingly.




  DISHES




  Ceramic or stainless-steel dishes are a good choice for dog food dishes. If you select ceramic, however, make sure it’s food-grade ceramic.




  Some dishes come with rubberized bottoms so that they don’t slide as easily when a dog is eating.




  Plastic is okay, but watch if you have a puppy or a devoted chewer. The dish could end up in pieces. In addition, some dogs seem to be allergic to plastic.




  Dogs need a constant supply of fresh water. Make sure you pick a water dish that is properly sized to your dog.




  TREATS




  One of the primary things that motivates dogs is food. Therefore, if you plan to outwit your dog, you’ll need to have a good supply of treats on hand. (We’ll go into more detail on training with treats in chapter 7.)




  Prepackaged treats are an option for special occasions, but not for everyday training: They can be too big, too high-calorie, and too expensive.




  Another option is to use your dog’s regular dinner food as treats. If you feed kibble, for example, you can reserve some or all of your dog’s normal daily diet for training, and use pieces of kibble as training treats.




  Some people use “people food,” such as bits of cheese or hot dog, for training treats. This is fine if your dog’s digestion can tolerate it—and if you keep in mind that your dog needs to eat a balanced diet. It’s probably a good idea to keep these kinds of treats to less than 10 percent of your dog’s total diet.




  Check with your vet if you have any questions about what you should or shouldn’t use as treats for your dog.




  CHEW TOYS




  Dogs love to chew. Puppies love to chew even more. So one of your biggest challenges, as a dog owner, is to make sure your dog chews toys, not your valuable stuff. Don’t wait until you’ve brought your dog home. Stock up on chew toys.




  The best chew toys are hard rubber toys that won’t come apart. If you give a dog cloth or soft rubber toys, make sure you pay attention. Once they start shredding, take them away or your dog may swallow pieces. (For more on chewing and chew toys, see chapter 5.)




  COLLAR




  Flat buckle collars are the best choice for puppies. Don’t spend a mint on a puppy’s collar, however, because your puppy is going to outgrow it in a matter of months. Once your dog is full grown, you may want to invest in a more expensive collar. Rolled leather collars are preferred by some owners because they’re gentler on a dog’s neck hair. (For more on training collars, see chapter 9.)




  LEASH




  The basic leash model is leather or woven nylon. Leashes come in various lengths. If you have a small dog, you need a longer leash, because it’s farther from your hand to the dog’s neck.




  It’s a good idea to purchase a simple, 6-foot nylon leash for training purposes. Some dog owners also like retractable leashes. These have a release button so you can give your dog extra leash length during walks, if appropriate.




  CRATE




  A crate serves double duty as both your dog’s den and a training tool. It also makes a great, safe way to transport dogs. For these reasons, you’ll want to have one on hand when it’s time to bring your dog home. For a complete discussion of crates, go to chapter 4.




  Preparation Step 3: Think About Timing




  Another issue you should consider as you prepare to bring a dog into your life is what your schedule will be like—particularly for the first few days. As you’ll see later in this book, a key part of training is learning how to read your dog’s behavior. For instance, will he feel comfortable about being left alone, or will it make him feel anxious? You won’t have answers to questions like this until you’ve spent some time with him.




  Ideally, you should plan to begin your new life together during a period when you’ll be able to spend quite a bit of time with your dog. If you work, for instance, try to arrange to take some vacation days. If you’re planning to go out of town, postpone bringing your new dog or puppy home until the trip is over.




  The key is to give you and your dog some time together to get to know each other and start some basic training. Chances are, you’ll enjoy that time immensely. And you may also find that it gives you a chance to identify potential behavior problems. That’s important, because sometimes it’s easier to fix behavior problems if you catch them early.




  Preparation Step 4: Getting Ready to Train




  Now that you’ve picked what kind of dog you want, and have your shopping list all ready for food, dishes, and the other stuff you’ll need, there’s one more area you need to consider: training.




  So what is dog training, exactly? At first glance, it may seem that training a dog means teaching the dog what certain human words mean. Sit means “sit.” Come means “run up to me.” Drop it means “let go of that television remote, it’s not your toy!”




  It’s true that associating certain human words with certain dog behaviors is part of training. But in fact, training encompasses much more. Remember, you’re bringing an animal into your house. Dogs are active. They don’t live in cages like hamsters; they have the run of the place.




  Think about what that means. All day long, your dog will be with you, with your human friends and family, around your stuff. How do you want your dog to behave? There’s no single answer to this question. It depends on you, your home situation, and what you can tolerate. Most people will be pretty sure they don’t want their dogs to get in the habit of pottying indoors. But for other behaviors, you need to figure out how you want your dog to behave.




  Here are some things to consider (we’ll cover all of these in more detail later).




  GREETINGS




  How do you want your dog to greet people? Will it be okay if she jumps up on them? Bear in mind that this is a black-and-white question. It’s not fair for you to say, “Sometimes it will be okay, but not when my grandmother comes. Or when I’m wearing nylons.” If there’s a chance Grandma can be knocked over, you’ll need to teach your dog to greet people by sitting—all the time.




  LEASH MANNERS




  What do you want leash walks to be like? If you live in a city or suburb, and you’ll be exercising your dog with walks, you need to consider this question. Will it be okay for your dog to pull? Or will you go crazy unless he walks near you so the leash hangs loose?




  KIDS




  Do you have kids? If so, how do you want your dog to behave with them? Unfortunately, lots can go wrong when you mix dogs and kids, and that’s not counting bites. For example, a kid walking around with food looks like a vending machine to a dog.




  AND MORE




  How do you want your dog to behave when you’re catching some downtime? When the phone rings? When you’re eating a meal?




  When you open the back door, do you want your dog to push out past you or wait until you’ve gone outside first?




  ✦ ✦ ✦




  These are only a few examples. You can certainly think of more as you reflect on your lifestyle and routine. If you do yoga on the living room rug, for example, maybe you’d rather have a dog who knows to lie down quietly until you’re finished, instead of coming up and nosing your ear just when you’re about to experience nirvana. If you dislike door-to-door solicitors, you may not want a dog who sleeps when the doorbell rings. And so on.




  What these examples should suggest is that training dogs is more than teaching them to respond to a handful of verbal cues like sit, down, and come. When we bring dogs into our lives, they affect our lives continually, all day, every day. The trick is to shape our dogs’ behaviors in ways that will help them fit into our lives successfully.




  The good news is that you have what it takes to do this: your brains.




  So let’s take a closer look at how you, the human, can use your wits to help your dog or puppy become a wonderful companion.




  
Chapter 2 SIZING UP THE CHALLENGE: WHY IT’S ACTUALLY POSSIBLE TO OUTWIT DOGS





  

    If dogs could talk, it would take a lot of the fun out of owning one.




    —Andrew A. Rooney


  




  Before you get started on your dog training program, it’s helpful to review how you measure up against your dog. Humans have advantages over dogs. But make no mistake, dogs have advantages over humans, too.




  Dogs are canines. Long ago, their ancestors killed animals for food. A lot has changed since then. Thanks to tens of thousands of years of selective breeding, humans have created a more mellow version of these wild animals. Today the domestic dog’s instinct to chase and kill other animals is significantly modified. It is “softened.”




  But that doesn’t mean the urge to chase and catch is gone entirely. The mildest little lapdog will still perk up excitedly if a squirrel jumps onto the windowsill. And certain activities can stimulate a dog’s chase-and-grab behavior. Throwing a Frisbee is one example. When dogs race around with running kids, that can also stimulate chasing and grabbing.




  Should you be afraid of these behaviors? In most cases, no. In most cases, a dog catching Frisbees or romping with children is just being playful. At the same time, don’t kid yourself. Dogs aren’t cartoon characters. They aren’t people who happen to have four legs and big noses.




  They’re dogs. They have the quick reflexes and sharp teeth that kept them alive when they were wild animals. Larger dogs are also strong. And just about any dog who’s not sick or injured can run faster than a human.




  For you, the dog owner, this means two things. First, if you plan to control your dog by being quick and fleet-footed, forget it. You’re going to lose, if not every time, then often enough to undermine your training success. Second, if your dog grabs, it will hurt.




  

    Bites Happen . . .




    It’s unfortunate, but true: Hundreds of thousands of people have to seek medical care for dog bites every year.* Even more people are probably bitten but don’t seek treatment.




    One lesson from these statistics is that we need to pay attention to how we raise, train, and manage our dogs. We need to find ways to minimize the chances that our dogs will bite. Here’s where training technique comes in. See chapter 12 for more information about what you can do to minimize the chances your dog will bite.




    * Sacks JJ, Kresnow M, Houston B. Dog bites: how big a problem? Injury Prevention 2 (1996), 52–54; http://www.cdc.gov/ncipc/duip/dog4.pdf. Annually in the United States 4.7 million people are bitten by dogs. Of these, approximately 800,000 people require medical attention. That is, each year 1.8 percent of the U.S. population is bitten by a dog, and 0.3 percent seeks medical care for a bite.


  




  Quick reflexes and sharp teeth are two big advantages a dog has. But they aren’t all. Dogs are also terrific problem solvers. Say you hate it when your dog strews kitchen garbage all over the floor. So one of your rules is Stay out of the kitchen wastebasket. When you see your dog sticking her nose into the wastebasket, you yell and chase her away. Now, to your dog, this is a problem, because to a dog, the kitchen wastebasket is one of the most wonderful, fragrant, intriguing, alluring, intoxicating objects in the whole house (the only exceptions being the kitty litter box and the sandwich your kids left on the coffee table).




  So now your dog has a problem. On the one hand, there’s this wonderful wastebasket. On the other hand is you, the human who goes nuts when she tries to explore the wastebasket.




  So your dog solves the problem. How? She now investigates the kitchen wastebasket only when you’re not around. She waits until you’re relaxed in the living room, watching television. Then, during a commercial break, you head for the kitchen just in time to see your dog exiting by another door. And of course, there’s garbage strewn all over the floor—except the bits your dog decided were edible, of course.




  To your dog, the problem is solved. She’s had 10 minutes of fun with the kitchen garbage without being yelled at. To you, your dog is being sneaky. Call it what you want. The point is, dogs can, and do, figure out how to get around human rules. It’s a talent they’ve got, and they will use it.




  So now that we’ve established that you are physically inferior, and can even be outsmarted by dogs, let’s take a look at your strengths.




  YOU CONTROL THE GOODIES




  There are certain things that dogs really, really want. Food is high on this list. And guess what? You control your dog’s access to food. You’re the one who fills your dog’s dish. You’re the one who doles out treats.




  You’re also the one with the opposable thumbs. You can open doors. When your dog is on a leash, you’re the one who decides whether to move or stand still. You’re the one who decides how much leash to give your dog—whether to keep him at your side or let him sniff around that tree trunk.




  You decide whether to pay attention to your dog or ignore him. You decide when to throw a toy or put it away. You can also reach the itchy places that need scratching.




  So if you control the goodies, what does this gain you?




  As it turns out, it gains you a lot. In fact, it gets back to one of your dog’s strengths—his problem-solving ability. It’s a hassle when he wants to get into the kitchen garbage. But you can turn it to your advantage when you want to outwit him.




  Take food. If you set it up right, you can present your dog with the perfect problem: how to get you to turn over some food. After all, who says you should be feeding your dog for free? Make him work. In fact, play it right, and you can get your dog to do just about anything you want him to do—by showing him that, if he does the right thing, he’ll get food.




  You can do this because you have another human advantage.




  YOU CAN PLAN FUTURE CONSEQUENCES




  Dogs learn primarily by trial and error. Take a dog who learns a clever trick all by herself, like how to open a kitchen cupboard door.




  She could never explain the physics involved. She can’t tell you that the door is held fast by a magnet or mechanical latch of some kind. And although she probably observed you opening that door, she didn’t think to herself, Hmm. My human uses a hand to open that door. I don’t have a hand, but maybe I could try exerting a similar force using my mouth.




  It’s far more likely that there’s something rewarding, for this particular dog, about opening the cupboard door. Maybe that’s where the doggy snacks are stored. Or the kitchen garbage can. Or something else that smells interesting. If that’s the case, the dog might see the cupboard door as a problem to be solved.




  Or maybe opening the door excites the household humans, which gives the dog a nice little rush in return. Or maybe the dog is simply an active, inquisitive sort, and opening the cupboard door is inherently fun.




  Or maybe it’s a combination of factors.




  Whatever the motivation, what happens next is that the dog starts to experiment with the door. Maybe she paws at it. Or noses it. Or bites at the latch. Sooner or later the door opens. Success! The dog grabs a mouthful of treats, or dumps the garbage can over and snatches a chicken bone. Or runs away from an excited human in a wonderful game of Chase Me. Reward!




  Now it’s just a matter of replication. It takes some dogs only one or two successes to learn a new “trick” like this one.




  But notice how the dog, this very clever dog, learned. It wasn’t through theory, or planning, or analysis. It was through attacking the problem head-on and just trying something.




  Yes, the dog may use an approach she’s learned elsewhere. If a dog can paw open a kitchen cupboard door, she may next try to paw a screen door to the porch, or a crate door, or bedroom door.




  But the basis is still straightforward, just-do-it experimentation. The reward flowed naturally out of the experiment’s success. The dog didn’t place the box of treats in the cupboard so that, if she opened the door successfully, she’d be rewarded. She didn’t arrange, ahead of time, for the Chase Me game. Those things just happened.




  Humans, on the other hand, can arrange for consequences. We can think ahead. We can arrange outcomes.




  The simplest example is to use a food reward when a dog does something you like. You say “sit.” Your dog sits. You give your dog a food reward. This doesn’t occur in nature. There isn’t a “sit bush” out on the savanna somewhere that automatically dispenses pieces of cheese if a dog sits nearby.




  You, the human, arranged it. You did so because you’re able to think ahead in time. You can imagine your dog actually sitting when you say “sit,” and you can plan to have a treat ready before you say “sit,” and you can figure out that by rewarding your dog, you’ll make it more likely she’ll sit the next time you say “sit.”




  Who’s Training Whom?




  Which brings up a strange point. If you give your dog a treat for sitting, it’s almost like your dog is training you. In fact, you may notice that your dog starts sitting even when you haven’t said “sit,” in the hope that you’ll hand out a treat. You’ll be minding your own business, stir-frying your tofu or grilling a hamburger, and suddenly realize your dog is next to you, in a perfect tucked sit, gazing up at you with happy, expectant eyes. And it occurs to you—My dog has me trained to give out treats when she sits! Yikes!




  Well, you have two choices. You can worry about it. Or you can realize that you have a dog who is going out of her way to please you, because she knows that when she does, nice things happen.




  Now, maybe you don’t like the idea of giving your dog rewards. Maybe you think My dog should sit just because she’s a dog and I’m the human, anytime I say “sit.” Hey, you’re entitled to your opinion. And in many cases, you can completely intimidate a dog until she shrinks into a sit every time you say “sit.” But then what do you have? You have a dog who’s terrified of you. Your dog doesn’t understand why you do what you do. Only that you’re scary.
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