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To my two “sons” Clyde and Duke—
For your love, gratitude, and devotion to me,
for your trust and courage to go beyond your fears in the name of love,
for your undying playfulness and joy, for being great leaders—
forever I’ll be thankful and grateful for having you in my life
even if it’s just for such a short time.
I LOVE you!!!


30 DAYS TO A
WELL-MANNERED
DOG



INTRODUCTION

“Frog farmers?!”

I was listening to a lecture by Alison Armstrong, an absolutely brilliant thinker when it comes to describing the reasons men and women are so often out of sync. She was speaking about the classic fairy-tale fantasy, the one where a woman kisses a frog who magically turns into a prince. Only, Alison’s version had a twist: After twenty years of studying relationships, she’d reached the conclusion that many women, without knowing it, were actually turning princes into frogs. These women were “frog farmers”!

A flashbulb immediately went off in my head: How many dog owners were doing exactly the same thing to their dogs, taking fantastic dogs and unwittingly turning them into badly behaved “frogs”? Instead of understanding and celebrating their dogs’ animal natures, marveling at their desire to connect, or giving them the tools and coaching they needed to grow, these owners were focusing on all the ways that their particular pet wasn’t a natural-born Lassie.

Well, let me tell you something: Not even “Lassie” was Lassie. It took five different dogs to play the perfect pet.

What makes it so difficult for people to have perfect, well-mannered, and loving dogs? They have been given bad information. They’ve been taught, for example, that any sign of aggression in a dog means a “bad” animal, or that a dog who isn’t obeying is acting “dominant.” They’ve learned that the best dog is a submissive dog, and that it’s up to them to play the role of the “alpha dog.” I’ve met a lot of people who think that saying “No!” while they shove their dog’s nose into a pile of excrement is the best way to teach housebreaking. Later, these owners will wonder what’s wrong with their dog, who doesn’t come running happily toward them when they call his name!

These owners don’t understand how dogs think or how nature has made them, concepts that for me began twenty-four years ago, when I had the opportunity to spend a few months observing wild wolves in the Israeli desert. It didn’t take me long to realize that they weren’t, as I first thought, a nipping pack of savage beasts, but a family-oriented group with complex rules, a social order, and a very strong need for affection and mutual reassurance. I was particularly struck by the importance of play. The games the wolves engaged in—chasing, wrestling, tug-of-war—weren’t just entertainment, but the way the pack formed its social hierarchy and the wolf cubs learned critical survival skills from their parents. These “games” literally meant the difference between life and death. I began tailoring a method of dog training based on similar principles of teaching through play, the way a coach might teach an athlete, empowering him or her to succeed instead of yelling orders and doling out punishments for failure.

Since then, to my delight, more and more people have begun to question the ideas behind conventional dog training. One major development has been a rethinking of dogs and their place in society. Science has confirmed that dogs’ emotional and intellectual capacities are similar to a human toddler. Your average eighteen-month-old toddler is much more like a dog than, as was earlier believed, a chimpanzee. Like toddlers, dogs are often driven by their instincts and emotions, but have the ability to think and make conscious choices. They even understand that those choices have consequences.

Another change has occurred in the field of child psychology. Experts in childhood development have redefined their thinking about how to best raise children. The basic idea is that using positive reinforcement to associate good behavior with pleasure creates happier and more resourceful children than using punishment in an attempt to scare them into not making mistakes. A new philosophy of education has grown around the concept of teaching through play—which is exactly what I saw the wolves doing in the wild!

Finally, there has been a growing awareness that humanity in general might benefit from living in harmony with nature rather than always trying to dominate it. Like us, dogs have basic needs, not just for food and shelter, but for companionship and emotional support. Many so-called problem behaviors—aggression, barking, jumping, stealing—arise when these needs aren’t being met. In other words, rather than simply punishing our dogs for “being bad,” it’s up to us as owners to examine our own behavior—are we doing our part to make sure that our dogs are getting what they need? Are we ignoring those needs and imposing our power, hoping our dogs will submit to our will, or are we sharing our power to nourish our friends, creating a more harmonious relationship along the way? Are we being good coaches, showing our dogs how best to have their needs met without relying solely on their instincts?

Dog “parents” have tried for years to do the best with what they’ve been given. But they haven’t been given much, and much of what they’ve been given has been bogus information. It’s like telling someone to climb Mount Everest while giving them the equipment for a weekend hike in the hills. When that climb doesn’t succeed—when a dog fails to get with the program—many trainers blame the dog, reminding the owners that it’s not easy to get up Mount Everest.

Well, guess what? Dogs aren’t Mount Everest, not when you’re equipped with knowledge.

The Loved Dog™ Method offers new and exciting tools and options for interacting with our dogs. But more important, it’s about creating a major shift in the context we use to understand them. Dogs who misbehave aren’t adversaries who need to be conquered—this is a caveman’s mentality. The Loved Dog Method is about seeing dogs as a different species that is at the same time both similar to and different from us. It’s about reminding ourselves that there’s more joy in teamwork than in conquest, and that we’re really on the same team. Dogs want desperately to please us—their instincts tell them that their very survival depends on it!

So why do so many dogs misbehave? That’s a little like asking why a car has stopped working. We can freak out because we’ve got a lemon, or we can look for a logical explanation, working through a checklist of possible causes. Is the key in the ignition? Is there fuel in the tank? Is the battery working?

Fortunately for us, dogs are easier to understand than cars. The vast majority of “problem” behaviors are actually rooted in three things.

The first is miscommunication. We often look at our dogs as if they are just like us. We expect them to know the answers instinctively, as if our human notion of good behavior was built into their DNA. It’s the same way some women expect the men in their lives to do or say “the right thing” without giving them any clues. When they enter our homes, dogs are strangers in a strange world who rely on a connection—to us, their owners—in order to help them learn their way around. It’s up to us to guide them away from operating by their natural, wolflike instincts and into making humanlike choices. Dogs don’t need to be “trained” as much as they need to be “coached.”

The second is when one (or more) of a dog’s basic needs aren’t being met. In this regard, dogs are a lot like us. We might get grumpy when we’re hungry, or snappy when we’re feeling insecure. We also tend to give other human beings a lot more credit than we do dogs. If your child or significant other “growled” at you, you’d probably look first for an underlying problem, instead of searching—as many trainers do with dogs—for a way to eliminate the growling, or worse, simply writing them off as “bad” people and shipping them off to the local shelter.

Finally, a dog may choose not to listen to you. Wanting your dog to listen to you because you say so is like a kid (or a teenager, or many adults) wanting to buy things without having the money to pay for them. You need to save before you can withdraw, and for dogs, that currency is trust. And trust is rooted in pain and pleasure. If your dog trusts you as a source of pleasure, he’ll do anything to please you. But if he learns to associate listening to you with pain, you’re going to have a difficult time convincing him to behave the way that you want him to.

This book is meant to be an operating manual, helping you to better understand the reasons your dog acts the way that he or she does, while giving you the tools to help you get your dog to behave by using humanlike choices instead of wolf instincts. For the next thirty days, I’ll give you solutions that I’ve been testing and using successfully for more than twenty-two years. But you’ll notice throughout that I prefer the term “coaching” to “training.” Training is often associated with repetition and regimentation. Coaching, on the other hand, requires creativity, compassion, and having fun! As a coach, you need to be able to manage your expectations. You’ll have to be flexible in your approach, encouraging success while maintaining your patience through the failures. Instead of looking for ways to squash your dog’s most vital instincts, I’ll encourage you to work with those instincts, helping your dog to be the best that he or she can be.

I don’t want you to read this book only looking for “right” answers—it’s my profound hope that, in reading it, you will be empowered to become a better coach. Along the way, you may discover that your dog is the best teacher of all, if you just pay attention to what he or she has to tell you. Sometimes you will be the student.

The term “man’s best friend” gets thrown around so often that it’s easy to forget what it means. We all long for love and connection. Dogs, more than any other (nonhuman) creature on earth, can give us that. In fact, they want nothing more than to give it to us. All we have to do is take the time to understand them and love them back. Why can’t we be dogs’ best friends as well?

But I’m not talking about the word “love” in the way an infatuated teenager might use it. Love is not a condition. It’s a verb. It requires active engagement with your dog, a constant give-and-take. That engagement is the key to this style of coaching. You’re not always going to have the right answers. But if you’re willing to engage, to put aside your preconceptions and anxieties and really live in the moment with your dog, you’ll be amazed by how often the right answers begin to present themselves.

Like any relationship, your experience with your dog will be a living, ongoing process that needs to be tended like a garden. But in thirty days, you can build an unbelievable foundation with any dog, regardless of his breed, age, or previous training. You can create an environment where your dog will look to you as the primary source of pleasure in his life, where he’s addicted to learning, where he displays proper manners—not because he’s scared, but because he feels great when he does.

Finally, I hope you’ll discover that the techniques I’ve laid out don’t just work with dogs. We can use them to improve our relationships with girlfriends and boyfriends, our spouses, our children, our friends and coworkers. We can give everyone in our personal realm the tools and the room they need to succeed, to best express themselves as the individuals they are. That’s where the juice of life is. That’s when we feel our hearts move. And along the way, in doing so, we discover that our own needs have been met, way beyond our wildest dreams, while making the world a better place for people and animals!



ABOUT ME

Where I grew up, in Israel, you weren’t considered cool just because you were pretty or had the latest Louis Vuitton bag—for us, it was all about melding with nature. My weekends were usually spent on long hikes through the wilderness, along the flowing creeks of the Golan Heights, over the rocky peaks of the Galilee, and across the majestic desert in the south.

We named every plant and tree we encountered, learning which ones were good for healing or nourishment and which were poisonous and to be avoided. We studied the patterns left by snakes in the desert, reconstructing the dramas of hunter and prey that had taken place the night before. In the springtime, we could hike to the wild fig trees around Jerusalem, spending hours stuffing ourselves with the juiciest figs imaginable, courtesy of Mother Earth.

These joyous experiences existed in stark contrast to the dramas that I lived through at home. My mom and dad, bless their hearts, were a horribly mismatched pair. Divorce was uncommon in those days, so they fought constantly and cheated on each other. The only thing that brought them together was the arrival of a common enemy, their firstborn child: me. Having a child made them feel even more stuck than they had before.

So you can imagine why nature provided such an important refuge for me. After I’d spent time in the Israeli Army—an intense stint as an intelligence officer working with Special Forces—I was thrilled to have the opportunity to return to the desert, this time as an assistant to a research team studying the behavior of wild animals. In nature, I felt most connected to myself, my heart, and my soul. In nature, I found my peace.

While studying a desert bird called the zanvanim, I met a man who was researching wild wolves. He showed me how to drop a dead animal in a wolf “feeding station” to get a front-row seat for one of the desert’s most amazing shows. I immediately became hooked, spending hours sitting in the deafening silence of the dry desert floor, until the wolves arrived. From my vantage point, I watched them play out their grooming and bonding rituals, social hierarchies, and the reinforcement of their hunting skills.

By “play out,” I mean exactly that: Most of what they did was play. Real aggression was rare and short-lived, ending quickly when one wolf submitted to another, rolling over onto his back and writhing like a worm. The “victor” might respond with a few menacing growls, but always accepted the “loser’s” apologies, allowing him to lick his ears or lie down beside him.

I came to see the natural genius in this ritual. It wasn’t harsh, painful, or scary, and had little to do with our often flawed conception of a dominant alpha. It was more like a dance, one that quickly restored peace within a family while staying true to the love that bound them.

I had a couple of unruly dogs at home and decided to see if I could incorporate some of the same ideas into my relationship with them. Those ideas eventually evolved into the Loved Dog Center, a cage-free boarding facility in Los Angeles, California, and The Loved Dog coaching philosophy that I’ve used successfully to create amazing bonds and inspire fantastic behavior from all kinds of “unmanageable” dogs and their loving owners.

I also incorporated what I learned into my nonprofit program Operation Heroes & Hounds, where we ask returning GIs to coach orphan dogs (shelter dogs) in The Loved Dog Method. The wolf pack camaraderie, loyalty, and sense of purpose are not that different from what GIs experience while fighting for our country, and there’s a real sense of loss upon their return to civilian life. Coaching grateful dogs provides an opportunity for miracles to happen. In a short period of time we see real joy in these war veterans’ eyes, as well as improved sleep patterns and reduction of prescription drug intake. Thank God for that time I got to spend with the wolves.





HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

I believe that everything in this book is important, and I have tried to structure the information in a way that makes sense. You’ve got to know what drives a dog before you coach him, which is why we’ll begin with the “triad” for understanding his behavior. Trying to teach your dog fancy tricks before he’s mastered the basics—“sit,” “come,” and “leave it”—is like trying to teach a child how to be polite without teaching him “please” and “thank you.”

But building a relationship isn’t like building a house, where you place one brick at a time. It’s free-flowing and everything is interconnected. I’ve incorporated a lot of my ideas about coaching, for example, in Week 3, but they’re ideas that are just as important in Weeks 1 and 2. If your dog is jumping on your houseguests, there’s no reason to wait until Day 12 to address his behavior. And you don’t have to wait until Day 23 to cook your dog a meal.

So while I recommend that you follow these steps in order, I encourage you to at least leaf through the entire book before you bring your new dog home, to familiarize yourself with the important concepts.

I have worked with Oprah Winfrey in the past, coaching her beloved golden retrievers. And I was thrilled to get a call to coach her two new rescue springer spaniel girls—Lauren and Sunny—and help them integrate into the lives of her other three dogs. But there was one hitch. Due to a tight schedule, Oprah asked me to do it all in two weeks, and she would film our progress for her program.

I was in the midst of writing this book on how to coach one dog in thirty days, and I loved the challenge of coaching two dogs (littermates, no less) in half that time. Throughout this book, when it’s applicable, I mention my great experience with Lauren and Sunny and their incredible journey to becoming well mannered.



THE TRIAD

People get dogs for all kinds of reasons. Their kids beg them for one. They want to feel protected. But the most common reason—and the most profound—is to experience a sense of connection to a living creature who is never affected by the stock market or how much weight you’ve gained or lost, but is simply happy to see YOU.

Dogs never say, “Go away, I’m busy now.” When you develop a relationship with them, they are always ready to engage with you for as long as you want. They are the same creatures they’ve been for 300,000 years: loyal, loving, and steady companions. No matter what the world looks like a hundred years from now, a dog will still be a dog.

Dogs come in many shapes and sizes, and there are differences among breeds. But for the most part, those differences are like flavors of ice cream—at their core, they’re all the same. Every dog, purebred to mutt, has essentially the same “operating manual” written into his or her DNA!

Most of us, at least unconsciously, tend to view dogs as slightly different versions of human beings, ones with four legs and a fur coat. The relationship expert Alison Armstrong likes to point out that men and women do the same thing to each other all the time—women look at men and see hairy women, while men look at women and see men who are, to paraphrase Jack Nicholson’s character in As Good As It Gets, devoid of reason and accountability. In truth, Alison believes, the real differences between men and women are built into their DNA. In order for the human species to survive, men evolved as single-focus hunters—if they don’t want to talk, it’s because they’re busy stalking a deer; women evolved as gatherers, able to take in all the details of a meadow without startling any animals, and speaking often to share what they’d learned. When you look at men and women in this way, you start to see why they have trouble communicating, as neither side can understand the other’s different motivations and perspectives. Instead of trying to reconcile these “factory-built-in” differences, we often refuse to validate the other’s behavior, wondering what’s wrong with them, what keeps them from seeing the world like we do.

When we see a dog behaving “badly”—stealing food, barking incessantly, or going potty where he’s not supposed to—we have a tendency to believe that he’s being intentionally difficult, stubborn, or disrespectful. Some dog trainers have made a career of perpetuating this way of thinking, claiming that you’ve got to become the leader of the pack, the dominant alpha, resolving behavioral issues by keeping your dog submissive, respectful, and fearful of stepping out of line.

This kind of thinking fails to consider the possibility that dogs often have very good reasons for doing the things they do. If we can understand their operating manual, if we can start to see things from their point of view, not only can we begin to make sense of their behavior in a profoundly different way, but we’ll be blown away by the awe-inspiring recognition of the incredible effort our dogs will make to share our lives and love us so fully. When our perspective shifts this way, it allows us to see that there’s nothing wrong with our “misbehaving” dogs. They’re not damaged, disrespectful, or crazy; they’re just expressing their wants and needs in the way that nature intended. By understanding and validating them—by truly seeing our dogs, instead of agonizing over why they’re not more like us—we can begin to influence their behavior in a way that’s loving, fun, and effective.

Understanding their “operating manual” is the first and most important step. Fortunately, it’s not a long or complicated manual: Nearly every part of a dog’s behavior can be described by employing three concepts I call the triad: instinct versus choice, the seven basic needs, and pain versus pleasure.

INSTINCT VERSUS CHOICE

Human infants are very much driven by instinct. They behave like little Neanderthals, just following their urges, peeing or pooping wherever they happen to be, and crying when they want something (until they learn how to grab it!). But as they grow into toddlers, children begin to show the ability and desire to learn “adult” manners for the first time. They know when they’ve done something right… and when they’ve done something wrong. They rely on parents to guide and coach them from instinctive behavior toward manners based on making conscious choices, a process we call socialization.

The same thinking applies to dogs. They begin life nipping and biting, clawing and digging, going potty whenever and wherever is most convenient. These wolflike instincts, written into their DNA, work very well in a wolf society. They just don’t happen to work so well in our human society.

Like infants who are coached by their parents to behave based on conscious choices instead of baby instincts, dogs can be coached into socialization. If left to their own devices, dogs will behave like wolves, but they are capable of logical reasoning and understanding the difference between right and wrong. It’s our job to help them expand their identities. We can teach our rules and values, enabling them to grow beyond their instincts into creatures that make choices that work better in their home environments and our human society. All they need are good parents to help coach and guide them.

When we look at behavior through the filter of instinct and conscious choice, the world begins to make sense in an interesting way. In humans, we can start to distinguish between actions that are based on survival instincts and those that come from conscious choices. The ability to see this difference makes it a whole lot easier to feel compassion. In the case of my boyfriend, for example, I know that when he gets home from work, he needs time to decompress, get some food into his belly, and transition from his role at work to his role as my loving man. It has nothing to do with how much he loves me or wants to connect with me—his caveman instincts are telling him that he will die if he doesn’t get a chance to eat and some alone time to collect his thoughts. Understanding that this mentality is a built-in “factory spec” helps me to empathize and make room for his needs.

With dogs, the distinction is even more obvious. It’s usually very easy to see when a dog is tapping into his wolf instincts as opposed to his ability to make humanlike, conscious choices. As we get better at identifying this difference, we gain a better sense of where our dogs are coming from. We feel more compassionate and often gain a clearer idea of what we can do to help them meet their needs, while guiding them away from their instincts and into good choices.

THE SEVEN BASIC NEEDS

Dogs are adaptable to all kinds of environments. So adaptable, in fact, that we sometimes forget they have needs of their own. I’m not just talking about food, water, and the occasional walk. Imagine if parenting children were reduced to food, shelter, and letting the kids go outside to pee. Would it really be surprising if they grew up to be adults with serious emotional or behavioral issues?

Human needs can be complicated. But a dog’s needs are much easier to understand. Whether it’s an expensive purebred pampered in a Park Avenue apartment or a mutt scavenging for food in an African village, all dogs have the same seven basic needs.

By “needs,” I mean the things our dogs have to have in order to function at a basic level. When these needs aren’t being met, it’s nearly impossible for dogs to focus on anything other than finding a way to fulfill them, the same way a starving or exhausted person thinks about food or sleep. Dogs whose needs go unfulfilled quickly become confused, frightened, even depressed, while their efforts to meet those needs often appear to us as “problem behaviors.”

On the flip side, when our dogs’ basic needs are fulfilled, we’re going to have happy, dedicated companions. As loving owners, it’s important that we recognize our dogs’ needs and do our best to help fulfill them on a daily basis. Here are the seven basic needs that every dog owner must consider:

1. SENSE OF SECURITY

It’s impossible to be at your best when you feel like you have to fight for your survival. Think of the fear and uncertainty you would feel if you lost your job or found out that your child or spouse had to be retested for cancer. People living in war zones don’t have the luxury of “normal” days. In order for us to enjoy our lives, we need to feel some sense of security. Certainty allows us to catch our breath. Without it, we’re anxious and maybe snappier than we’d like to be. It is as if time stops and we can’t resume our normal lives until the issue that is plaguing us is resolved and our need for security and certainty is fulfilled.

Dogs have the same need for security and certainty. We can help them by establishing some semblance of a routine. I’m not saying that breakfast every morning needs to take place at seven A.M. sharp, or that your dog is going to lose his mind if work keeps you late. But he does have to know that he’s going to get a consistent supply of food, water, and shelter.

In addition to physical security, dogs need the emotional security that comes from a loving owner. It’s one of the main reasons I’m so opposed to trainers who teach owners to use fear when interacting with their dogs. Our dogs count on us as their primary source of security and connection. They need to know that they can rely on us, that we’ll behave consistently, that we won’t go crazy on them, correcting them for a behavior today that was okay yesterday. They need to know that we’re there to interact with them, even after they’ve grown out of the cute-puppy stage, and that when they hear us speak their names, we’ll be there, looking at and talking to them. They need us to be predictable and consistent.

2. COMPANIONSHIP

Although they’ve been domesticated for centuries, dogs are still wolves at heart. And wolves are family oriented, having learned that survival is easier through cooperation than by going it alone. They live in groups with complicated social rules—hunting and playing together, constantly engaging in physical contact, even sleeping on top of one another at night.

Yes, our dogs have this same instinctive need for companionship. It’s the reason they greet us at the door when we return home, prefer to nestle in whatever room we happen to be using, or squeeze into a small space next to us instead of lounging on their own in a big, fancy backyard. We can help fulfill this need by giving our dogs active feedback throughout the day. Whether it’s a simple smile or a strenuous game of tug-of-war, our dog needs to know that he’s a valued part of our “pack.”

I’m talking about active companionship. Allowing your dog to lie nearby while you work from home isn’t enough, any more than a husband or wife’s mere physical presence is enough to feed a marriage. You have to be there emotionally, engaging and playing with your dog.

In a study that was very painful to watch, researchers discovered that monkeys given the choice between companionship and food will decide to starve. For social creatures, companionship is that important. Prisoners will tell you that being in isolation is the worst punishment anyone can get. A dog who lives alone in a yard, even if that yard is the gardens of Versailles, is being severely deprived of one of his basic needs

3. UNDERSTANDING THE HIERARCHY

Social hierarchy is an important part of the pack mentality. Wolf packs have very defined pecking orders, and every member knows his or her place in the pack. A lot of conventional trainers confuse this hierarchy with some kind of military structure, imagining alpha dogs barking orders at submissive grunts. This metaphor completely ignores the fact that these wolves are all related to one another. Wolf packs are families! And they may have rules and boundaries that are more similar to human families and different from what is customarily described in the dog world.

In your home, for your dog, you are the leader of the family. Your role is much more like a parent or a coach than a tyrant or a general. Your dog needs you to provide clear guidance, feedback, and boundaries. Without that direction, he’ll rely on what he’s got—his “factory-built-in” wolf instincts—to help him make decisions. And he may come up with answers that are perfectly appropriate—for living in a society of wolves. Unfortunately, a lot of wolf behaviors don’t translate very well into human society.

What kind of boundaries should you set? One example is mealtime: In the wolf pack, the alpha dog always eats first. I can’t tell you how many households I’ve seen where this dynamic has been reversed: The dog is fed before his owner scarfs down a quick breakfast. You should, at least at the beginning of your relationship, let your dog see you eating before you feed him, even if it’s just having your morning coffee! This is particularly important when kids are involved.

The leader also sleeps in a higher place than the rest of the pack. It’s not about ego, but survival: The other dogs need to know that their protector is watching over them while they sleep. This doesn’t mean that you can’t let your dog sleep in your bed, just that it needs to be clear that it’s your bed—your dog needs to know that he’s been invited to join you. And the same rules apply to the couch.

The alpha dog is also—usually—the winner of every game. He’ll often join a game between two other dogs just to challenge the winner. We’ll get into this a little more later on in the book, when we discuss which games are appropriate (and which are inappropriate) to play with your dog.

The important thing is to remember that being the alpha dog is about guidance and boundaries, not some aloof or macho tyranny. Real power isn’t imposed, it’s shared. We’ll come back to this idea on Day 15.

4. EXCITEMENT AND SURPRISES

Think about your favorite food. Now think about eating it at every meal, every day of your life, with no other options. How long do you think it would take before your “favorite” food became the one you were most sick of eating?

No matter how great a dog parent or owner you are, dogs need surprises and variations to their routines. Before giving up all hope and settling into a life of depression, bored dogs look for ways to entertain themselves, usually with their favorite “wolf” games: chewing, barking, digging, stealing, and running away. Most behavioral problems—and a lot of physical problems, as well—arise when a dog lacks enough mental stimulation, when he doesn’t have anything to look forward to.

A good rule of thumb is to try and surprise your dog at least once a day with an activity or an outing. It keeps their minds engaged and their mental batteries charged. Some dogs—especially highly intelligent breeds like border collies and Australian shepherds—require far more stimulation and many surprises.

5. PHYSICAL STIMULATION

Most of us look at exercise as a chore (I sure do!). But from your dog’s point of view, exercise is a reward. What could be more fun than running around outside, chasing down a Frisbee or sprinting after other dogs?

When dogs don’t get the opportunity to expend some of their energy exercising, they’re going to find some other place to direct that energy. For us owners, that usually means “behavioral problems.” I won’t even begin to address coaching a specific dog unless I know he’s getting real exercise each day.

Most dogs—especially young dogs—need more than a walk around the block, even if it’s three times a day. They need to have some exercise that connects them to their wolf instincts. They need to play with other dogs on a regular basis, to feel the wind in their ears, and to smell the fresh scent of nature, off the leash if they’re ready. There’s nothing better than a good hike or run along the beach.

So even if you don’t work out every day, it’s important to make sure your dog does. In fact, it’s one of the ways my dogs have helped me the most, encouraging me to take a hike or walk along the beach on a daily basis. I know that I’ll never be as active as they are, so I bring along a tennis ball for them to fetch, allowing them to run back and forth, covering way more ground than I do. Play dates with other dogs, visits to the dog park, and a few hours at doggy day care are all great opportunities for exercise.

6. MENTAL STIMULATION

For most people to feel great about themselves, they need to feel like they’re being mentally challenged. We’re exhilarated by the feeling of growth—learning new things, mastering skills that we thought were beyond us. Dogs feel the same way. If your dog seems to find new ways to run away from home or new items to destroy, or if he is yawning all of the time, he may not be tired—he might be bored!

I’ve found that the best way to tickle a dog’s brain is to teach him new behaviors. Dogs, just like toddlers, love to please their “parents”—they feel great when they can show off after learning a new trick. You don’t even have to stop what you’re doing to foster this love of learning—just naming aloud the objects your dog comes into contact with or narrating the behaviors he’s performing can keep him feeling mentally fulfilled. Just don’t forget to throw in the occasional game of treasure hunt (see Day 11).

It’s also important to be patient with your dog’s own efforts to stimulate his mind. For example, during a walk, when your dog seems to want to read his “p-mail”—sniffing what seems like every square inch of ground—remember that he’s just trying to process the wide range of sights, sounds, and smells that are being thrown his way. Let him have a few minutes at the beginning of every hike or walk—even old dogs like to learn new things and smell the latest happenings in their neighborhood! They get so much information and pleasure from this activity.

7. LOVE AND CONNECTION

Recent studies confirm that most dogs have a mental capacity similar to that of an eighteen-month-old toddler. So it shouldn’t be surprising that they also have a similar set of emotional needs.

Child psychologists like to talk about “attachment theory”: when a child feels loved by and connected to his parents, the relationship creates an invisible connection—a “secure attachment”—that nourishes the child even when the parents aren’t around. Your dog doesn’t need you to be there every single moment of the day (although he’d be happy to have you!). As long as you strive to fill your time together with love, bonding, and mental stimulation, the connection will endure even when you’re apart. You can help the process by learning to speak to your dog in a deep, slow, and sincere tone (Day 2) and by providing the right kind of physical contact (Day 26).

PAIN VERSUS PLEASURE

The most basic instinct of all living creatures is to move toward things that bring pleasure and away from things that bring pain. So if we want a person or a dog to behave a certain way, we have the highest chance for success if we can get them to associate that behavior with pleasure; if we want somebody to stop a certain behavior, we’re most successful when we get them to associate it with pain.

When I talk about pain, I don’t mean something physical, but mental: a sense of loss, whether it’s affection, fun, or something that we normally associate with pleasure. Many people associate pain with loss: having a falling-out with a friend, being fired, breaking up with a boyfriend or a girlfriend, or cutting sugar out of their diet. So many people are afraid of the pain of failure that they don’t even try to take the first step toward making their dreams come true in their work or love lives. Pleasure, on the other hand, feels good. It’s usually very easy to convince someone to do something that they associate with pleasure.

When it comes to raising kids, many child psychologists have come to the realization that the old ideas, made popular by Dr. Spock, may need adjusting. The children with the best chances of leading happy, well-adjusted lives are those who have a strong emotional bond (the “secure attachment” mentioned earlier) to their parents or caregivers. Coaching that is rooted in pleasure—positive reinforcement, praise, and consistent nurturing—builds trust and makes the emotional bond stronger. Inconsistent or negative reinforcement, like criticism, angry threats, physical punishment—pain—might scare kids into behaving a certain way, but ultimately weakens the attachment between child and adult, as well as the child’s self-esteem.

This isn’t to say that parents shouldn’t set rules or boundaries, which are a must to make kids (and dogs) feel safe and secure. (Remember that security is a basic need!) It’s the reason I sometimes hear people say that you have to be your child’s parent, not her friend, only I’ve never understood why there has to be a contradiction between the two! A good coach, like the Lakers’ Phil Jackson, can play the roles of parent and friend at the same time. Just because you’re in charge and set the rules doesn’t mean you have to act like a tyrant. You can be a parent who is trusted, the nourishing source of so much good in a child’s life, while still maintaining clear guidelines, boundaries, and consistent goals.

The same ideas apply to dog coaching. According to the old methods, or what I call the Dark Ages of training, dogs need a tough leader. Give a dog power and he’ll just use it against you. Better to keep him in line with a tough approach, choke chains and prong collars, or techniques like “alpha rollovers” to show him that you’re the real leader of the pack. God forbid that a dog shows some sign of independent thinking!

But what kind of dog will these methods produce? A dog who “behaves” not because he wants to, but out of fear. A dog who is anxious, is not resourceful, and is afraid to make any mistakes, and therefore not eager to learn new things. A dog who is distrustful, maybe even aggressive toward its owner and the rest of the world. Follow this protocol with your dog—or your child or the other people you love—and you’ll find that you’re a world-class “frog farmer.”

When dogs (and most people) encounter a new situation in life, they always try to assess whether it’s going to cause them pain or pleasure. The Loved Dog Method is built around teaching a dog that the behaviors we ask of him—as well as the process of learning itself—will bring immense pleasure. At times, we’ll also associate pain with a behavior that we want to eliminate, but it’s emotional, never physical: a sense of loss when we take a toy away from a lunging dog or turn our backs on a dog who greets us with an Olympic-level jump. But mostly it’s about the pleasure that we bring to our dogs—the games, toys, food, treats, walks, hugs, and kisses they will associate with us. Your dog is going to learn good manners not because he’s afraid of punishment, but because he trusts you and wants more than anything else in the world to please you. Your love is his ultimate pleasure.

How great is that?



DAY 0
SHOULD I GET A DOG? AND CHOOSING A DOG

SHOULD I GET A DOG?

I have a friend who recently relocated his family from Los Angeles to New York City for a new, high-pressure job. The move was particularly traumatic for his seven-year-old daughter, who had to say good-bye to all of her friends. So he called me to say that he was going to get her a dog to help ease the sting, and asked if I had any recommendations.

“Yes,” I replied. “Are you sure this is the best time to get a dog?” Moving across the country was difficult enough, I explained. They were going to need some time to adjust to their new lives. My friend was going to be busy with the new job and helping his three young kids to assimilate into their new life in the big city. Who would be the dog’s coach? It wasn’t realistic to expect his seven-year-old to take on that kind of responsibility. I thought there’d be a very good chance that he, his daughter, and the dog would all wind up miserable. And who was going to pay the ultimate price for their misery? The dog, who would probably end up in a shelter.

Maybe I was wrong and the dog would have been just fine. Maybe I’ve just spent too much time around animal shelters, full of dogs whose only crime was starting life as a pet “for the kids.” Without the love and attention of an adult coach, many of these dogs wind up being placed on a virtual shelf—or unvirtual backyard or basement—until the kids are ready to interact. By then, a dog may have so much bottled-up energy that she’s too much for the kids to handle!

Have you ever heard the comedian Jeff Foxworthy do his routine about “rednecks”? “If you’ve ever taken beer to a job interview, you just might be a redneck”? Or “If you had to remove a toothpick for your wedding picture, you just might be a redneck”? I’ve got a similar routine (although not anywhere near as funny) for potential new dog owners. If you’re getting a dog because your two-year-old thought it would be a good idea, you might be acting irresponsibly! If you work 24/7 and think the housekeeper is going to take care of the dog, you might be acting irresponsibly! If you are getting a divorce and decide to bribe your kids with a puppy, you just might be acting irresponsibly!

A dog is not a Roomba! You can’t just plug him into a family and let him roam around the house, expecting that he’ll know the right way to behave. When you introduce a dog into your home, you are starting a relationship with a living creature who is going to need your guidance, attention, consistent feedback, and love.

I want everyone to enjoy the pleasures of having a dog. But I can’t tell you how much heartbreak could be avoided—for people and dogs—if every potential dog owner would just make a simple vow:

I vow to meet my dog’s seven basic needs to the best of my ability.
I vow to respect my dog’s wolf instincts, while doing my best
to unlock his potential to make humanlike, conscious choices.
I vow to become a source of pleasure for my dog,
not a source of pain.

I’m not trying to discourage anyone from adding a dog to the family. I just want you to consider the dog’s needs and how they will impact your life before you run out and get one.

One of my clients, whose kids constantly begged her for a dog, finally agreed—on the condition that the kids first sign a contract committing them to taking care of it. If they didn’t live up to their end of the bargain, they’d lose some of their privileges as well as their allowance. It took her kids five years before they felt like they were ready to sign the contract, and now they have an incredibly well-behaved dog that they rescued from a local shelter.

But not all kids are ready for that kind of responsibility. Another client of mine had a truly perfect and patient dog—and a jealous four-year-old daughter. Under the guise of hugging the dog, the little girl would squeeze the air out of his lungs. Soon the dog was growling whenever he saw the little girl in the vicinity.

CHOOSING A DOG

Before discussing specific breeds and ages to help you determine what kind of dog is right for you, please let me dispel one myth: You do not need a yard in order to have a dog! Most dogs prefer to be with their parent/owner and not by themselves in a yard. The yard is a good potty place and playground only if you’re there too.

Puppy Love

Everybody loves puppies. They’re cute, fuzzy, and have that fresh, new-puppy smell. But over the years I’ve come to realize that if they weren’t so damn cute, no one would ever put up with them! Puppies are narcissistic. It’s not their fault—it’s how nature built them—but they’re programmed to act as if the whole world revolves around their needs. They will completely disregard your personal space, your kids’ personal space, and other dogs’ personal space (don’t scold them for growling at the puppy), both physically and emotionally. They are going to disrupt your life in untold ways. They may require near-constant care and supervision, at least if you want to keep your shoe collection or living room furniture intact. And let’s not even get into the endless bathroom breaks and sleepless nights.

It’s easy to say (particularly for children), “I want a puppy.” But is it as easy to say, “I want a dog that is going to require an incredible amount of my patience, time, attention, and money”?

My friend’s mom, a woman in her eighties, recently adopted a boxer puppy, as she’d always had boxers. They’re having trouble getting along, not because there’s anything wrong with the puppy or the owner, but because their needs just don’t align at this particular point in their lives.

Imagine a man who isn’t particularly driven or ambitious when it comes to his career, but is superenthusiastic about his outdoor sports. He’s married to a woman who values a sense of financial security. She wants him to work harder and play less golf; he wants her to chill out and let him do what he loves to do. Neither of them is wrong—they’re just not a good match for each other, regardless of whatever chemistry brought them together.

The same goes for the boxer puppy—who wants to play, play, play—and the elderly owner, who has earned the right to enjoy a more relaxed, contemplative life. The woman, who had owned many boxers during her lifetime, may have fallen in love with the way the puppy looked, but they are just not a good match. I wish she’d adopted a six- or eight- or ten-year-old dog!

Some people tell me that they want a puppy because they don’t want a “problem dog.” If getting a puppy is the solution to avoiding behavioral problems, then how come the majority of the calls I get are to help coach misbehaving puppies? I get far fewer requests to help misbehaving adults, even if they’re rescued from shelters. It’s no coincidence that most of the dogs who end up in shelters are younger than one year, usually abandoned right around the time that their cute puppy features stop seeming so cute.

The biggest (and maybe only) advantage to getting a puppy is the chance to socialize him yourself (a concept we’ll come back to often), as most of a dog’s socialization to strangers, children, other dogs, etc., takes place during the first sixteen weeks of his life. But if the puppy has been with a breeder, who may have kept the dog away from strangers, household sounds, or children for the first eight weeks, you’ve already missed the most crucial part of that window.

My “son” Clyde is a Doberman mix. I adopted him after someone threw him out of a moving car on the 405 freeway in Los Angeles. He was about eight months old, and he was just done with that cute puppy look. A Good Samaritan picked him up and took him to a vet, who called to tell me that there was a dog who really needed me. You can imagine the pit that I get in my stomach when I hear those words.

Clyde was certainly a handful, a bundle of wolf instincts. I have to admit that it took me a few months to fall in love with him. I thought he was obnoxious! Now he’s thirteen years old, a wise old man very much connected to the conscious choice-making side of his personality. Despite his age, when it comes to chasing a tennis ball, no one can keep up with his endurance and stamina. They say that forty is the new thirty. Well, I’m saying that for many dogs, thirteen is the new six.

Age does not mean what it used to, especially if our dogs come from a big gene pool (in other words, mutts), we feed them well (we’ll talk about diet on Day 23), and tend to their seven basic needs. Dogs, like people, are living longer lives and remaining far more active into their quote-unquote golden years. Youth is overrated!

When you adopt an older dog, you get a creature who is far from narcissistic, one who is absolutely grateful to you, has been around the block, and knows what really matters in life. Ask almost anybody who has rescued an older dog and you’re likely to hear things like “It’s the best thing I’ve ever done,” and “I’m so grateful to have this dog in my life.” There’s no feeling like opening your heart and sharing your life with an older dog.

THE CASE FOR RESCUING DOGS

A friend of mine, someone I’d describe as down-to-earth—a hippie, in all the good ways—recently told me that she’d finally gotten a dog. “Great!” I said. “Where did you rescue him?”

“From a pet store!” she replied.

I stared at her for a moment, incredulous: “You gave money to an industry that habitually and systematically tortures dogs?” (If you’re interested in hearing the longer version, I’ve included “Puppy Factories” in the appendix section of this book.)

People have so many preconceptions about rescuing a dog from a shelter, the main one being that the dog is there because of some kind of problem. Of course he is! The problem is that the dog was in a relationship that didn’t work out, but not necessarily because of him. That’s all! We’ve all had relationships that didn’t work out. Does it mean that there’s something wrong with us, and that we should be euthanized? Maybe we married the right person at the wrong time in our lives, or a great person who just wasn’t a good fit for us. Imagine if divorce meant that we’d be “put down,” as 50 to 60 percent of all shelter dogs are! Crazy, right?

Here are the main reasons that dogs end up in shelters:

• No time for dog (or children lost interest)

• Divorce

• Moving or landlord issues

• Cost of maintenance

• Too many animals

• Behavioral problems: hyperactivity, housebreaking accidents, barking, chewing.

• Dog is old or ill

Would parents dump six million kids into shelters for the above reasons? No, of course not, that would be crazy. And yet we drop off six million healthy and sweet dogs at shelters every year in the U.S.

I’ve also heard people worry that getting a dog from a shelter means bringing the “unknown” into your home. Are you bringing the “known” home when you get a puppy? In one litter, seven puppies have seven different personalities. What do you really know about the particular puppy that you selected? You’re not going to get the real scoop from the owner of the pet store. Even if you go directly to a so-called breeder that you found on the Internet, there’s no guarantee that he or she is going to be honest about the health and personality of the puppy you’ve chosen.

I don’t mean to say that rescuing a dog won’t have its challenges. But they’re nowhere near the number of challenges you’ll encounter with a new puppy. The most common challenges, like anxiety or aggression, are fear-based and almost always the result of a previous relationship where his or her needs weren’t being met. (We’ll come back to “nervous aggression” throughout the book, especially on Day 18.) By meeting those needs and providing loving coaching for your dog, those challenges will, 99 percent of the time, decrease until they completely melt away. These days, most shelters and rescue groups put a lot of time into training dogs, improving their manners and making it easier to find them “forever homes.” The dogs are tested to make sure that they’re good with kids and to determine their personalities, how much exercise they need, and their favorite activities. Even if you’re dead set on a puppy, there are plenty of good ones at shelters. And any dog you choose comes with the amazing feeling of knowing that you saved a life!
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