


Praise for Unleashing Your Dog

“As always, Marc Bekoff and Jessica Pierce champion the dog’s point of 
view. Unleashing Your Dog is a scholarly book that is also a delightful 
must-read for dogs’ human companions. It will enrich their dog savvy 
and improve their dogs’ quality of life by giving them the opportunity 
to experience life through their dogs’ eyes — well, actually, their noses 
and ears. I loved this book.”

— Dr. Ian Dunbar, author of Before and After Getting Your Puppy

“This insightful and thought-provoking book offers information about 
the inner lives of our dogs that educates while being immensely read-
able. Marc Bekoff and Jessica Pierce debunk myths (such as that dogs 
don’t experience jealousy — yes, they do), and explain why off-leash 
time and opportunities to use their extraordinary senses are so vital to 
the well-being of our canine friends who are, essentially, living in cap-
tivity. This book is a must-read for everyone who wishes to understand 
dogs and build harmonious relationships with the dogs in their lives.”

— Lisa Tenzin-Dolma, author and principal of the  
International School for Canine Psychology & Behaviour

“In this remarkably informative, inspirational book, ethologist Marc  
Bekoff and ethicist Jessica Pierce explore ways we can improve the lives 
of the dogs we claim to love but too often hold in virtual captivity. Ev-
eryone who shares their life with a dog or is thinking of doing so will 
benefit from this book, as will the dogs. In unleashing their dog, readers 
might find that they have liberated themselves to once again take joy in 
small pleasures, like a dog running freely.”

— Mark Derr, author of Dog’s Best Friend, A Dog’s History of America, 
and How the Dog Became the Dog

“In our modern times it is so easy to forget that, despite all our efforts, 
our best friends have remained dogs! Marc Bekoff and Jessica Pierce 
provide a powerful eye-opener on this fact for all dog owners.”

— Dr. Ádám Miklósi, head of ethology at Eötvös Loránd University  
and director of the Family Dog Project



“This is not just another dog book. It’s a dog manifesto! Written by two 
supremely gifted experts, Unleashing Your Dog reveals not only what 
your dog wants but why. You owe it to your dog to read this book!”

— Sy Montgomery, author of The Soul of an Octopus  
and How to Be a Good Creature

“Imagine having dogs stand up and tell you how to give them their best 
lives. While they can’t (or, at least, it can be tricky to translate what 
they’re saying), Marc Bekoff and Jessica Pierce can. This book beauti-
fully uses the science of dogs to help dog people bring compassion to 
our lives with them.”

— Alexandra Horowitz, head of the Dog Cognition Lab at  
Barnard College and author of Inside of a Dog: What Dogs See, Smell, 

and Know and Being a Dog: Following the Dog Into a World of Smell

“Marc Bekoff and Jessica Pierce — both superbly savvy, super dog- 
knowledgeable and dog-friendly PhDs — make a great team when it 
comes to helping us understand and provide properly for our dogs. In 
this glorious book, they urge us to consider dog ownership from the 
dogs’ point of view, to ‘walk in their paws,’ so to speak. This book will ul-
timately ensure that your dog has a home for life and you have a much-
loved and properly understood canine companion. Two paws up for 
this great work! Designed to inform and educate in an entertaining and 
easy-to-read format, it will help dogs and dog owners everywhere live 
richer lives.”

— Dr. Nicholas H. Dodman, professor emeritus at Tufts University and 
author of The Dog Who Loved Too Much and The Well-Adjusted Dog

“Unleashing Your Dog is the go-to book for enriching the lives of dogs. 
With practical suggestions based on cutting-edge scientific research, 
Marc Bekoff and Jessica Pierce show how dogs can exercise their senses 
and bodies to enjoy life to its fullest in a human-dominated world. This 
easy-to-read guide will enlighten and entertain dog lovers everywhere.”

— Dr. Marty Becker, DVM, author of Your Dog: The Owner’s Manual
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1

Canine Captives

INTRODUCTION

U nleashing Your Dog is a field guide to living with dogs 

in ways that enhance everyone’s quality of life and that 

expand the freedom for dogs to really be dogs. Leashes 

are symbolic of our complicated relationship with our canine 

companions: They literally tie us together, one on each end. 

To people, the leash represents going out into the world with 

our dogs and giving them time to sniff, run, play, chase, have 

fun, roll, pee, poop, hump, and otherwise express themselves. 

To dogs, the leash likely represents these things, but it is also 

a tether that constrains their freedom because the leash is our 

means of control. It ensures that dogs are only allowed to go 

where we say, when we say, under our terms. Unleashing dogs 

means finding ways to let them have more freedom. 

Most people who choose to share their home and heart 

with a dog do their best to provide a good life for their canine 

companion. We asked a number of people what they most 

value for their dog, and the two answers most commonly 

given were: “I want my dog to get to be a dog,” and “I want my 

dog to be happy.” These two values are closely linked. Most 

people want dogs to express dog behaviors, to be satisfied on 
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their own terms, and to “be themselves.” This is important 

because a great deal of what we ask our pet dogs to do is un-

dog-like and puts aside their doggy natures. For example, we 

ask them to sit inside alone for hours on end, and we ask them 

to walk slowly at the end of a rope instead of allowing them 

to dart here and there, deciding for themselves what deserves 

sniffing and exploring. We ask them not to bark, not to chase, 

not to hump, and not to sniff other dogs’ butts. People who 

love dogs want their dog to be happy, and, to be happy, dogs 

need the freedom to act like dogs. Greater freedom means 

greater happiness.

Consider, for example, the experience of Marilyn and 

her rescue dog, Damien. Within a day of bringing Damien 

home, Marilyn realized that, she said, she’d “taken on a hand-

ful plus.” She had completely underestimated how much she 

would have to change her life to accommodate her canine 

companion. She hadn’t anticipated the depth and breadth of 

the commitment it required to give Damien what he wanted 

and needed, and she was “totally dumbfounded about what 

to do.” How could she give this handsome guy the best life 

possible, given the constraints of her own life? After learn-

ing about dog behavior, Marilyn soon realized she’d have to 

adjust and give up some of her own “stuff” to give Damien 

what he needed. Damien was fully dependent on her for  

everything. But Marilyn also came to see that accommodating 

Damien in order to give him as much freedom as possible also 

enriched her own life. Though the changes she made felt like 

a sacrifice at first, she came to realize they weren’t sacrifices at 

all because of what Damien gave her in return. Months later, 

Marilyn said that she and Damien were the happiest couple 
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in the world. She admitted that she got pushed to the limit 

on occasion, and Damien’s tolerance of her “humanness” was 

critical. He seemed to understand that she was doing the best 

she could and wanted him to be a happy dog.

Jim’s experience with his young rescued mutt, Jasmine, 

was similar, except that Jasmine had been severely abused as a 

youngster. As Jim put it, “She was the most needy individual 

I’d ever met — canine, feline, or human.” However, once Jim 

came to realize that he was Jasmine’s lifeline, things changed. 

Jim worked hard to help Jasmine adapt to her life with Jim, 

and what began as an iffy relationship slowly evolved into one 

of mutual respect and trust. Jasmine helped Jim understand 

that dogs often struggle to adapt to human environments, 

particularly when dogs have had negative experiences with 

human caretakers. 

Dog companions are captive animals, in that they are al-

most completely dependent on humans to provide for their 

physical, emotional, and social needs. This does not mean 

that dogs can’t be happy in human homes, but rather, hu-

mans often have a good deal of work to do to ensure that their 

canine and other housemates live with as much freedom as 

possible. Fortunately, unleashing your dog, literally and meta- 

phorically, is fun for all involved. 

WHAT DOES “BEING CAPTIVE” MEAN?
Dogs are typically portrayed as happy-go-lucky members of 

our extended human families, without a care in the world. 

Indeed, the phrase “It’s a dog’s life” is sometimes used to de-

scribe days filled with indolence and pleasure. Aside from 
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trained working dogs, all our dog companions do, after all, is 

sleep, laze around, eat, play, and hang out with friends. What 

could be easier, especially when someone reliably plops down 

a bowl of food several times a day? We are here to tell you that 

the lives of homed dogs aren’t necessarily all fun and games, 

and that living as the companions of humans comes with 

some important compromises on the part of dogs. To adapt 

to human environments and expectations, dogs must sacri-

fice some of their “dogness.” Despite our best efforts to pro-

vide a good life, and without quite realizing it, we usually ask 

them to live like us rather than like dogs. However, in order to 

successfully allow and even encourage our dogs to be dogs, we 

need to understand who dogs really are and how to help them 

express their dogness within our world.

When conservation biologist Susan Townsend, Marc’s 

last doctoral student at the University of Colorado in Boul-

der, heard about this book, she told him that whenever she 

comes home to Angel, a Chihuahua mix, she asks, “How’s my 

little prisoner doing?” Susan’s greeting, although said in com-

panionable jest, reflects an important reality.1 

Our companion animals are not “held captive” the same 

way a tiger or gorilla is confined behind bars inside a zoo. 

They are not wild species who have been taken from their 

natural habitats and are being held against their will in a 

cage or artificial setting. But in important respects, compan-

ion dogs like Angel are also captive animals, and we are their 

captors. Maybe “captives and captors” sounds melodramatic 

and overly negative. After all, a good deal of the time humans 

and dogs share a beautiful, mutually pleasing interspecies 
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relationship. But for just a minute, consider the constraints 

pet dogs face within a human home and a human-run world. 

DEFINITION: CAPTIVE
According to the online Etymology Dictionary, the 

noun captive means “one who is taken and kept in 

confinement; one who is completely in the power of 

another.” The word’s roots come from the Latin cap-

tivus, “caught, taken prisoner,” and from capere, “to 

take, hold, seize.”

Simply put, “being captive” means that your life is not 

your own, that the contours of your daily existence are shaped 

by someone else. It doesn’t necessarily mean that you are mis-

treated or unhappy or that your captors intend to harm or 

punish you. Being captive refers to a type of existence, not its 

quality. It means being confined to a certain space, one not 

necessarily of your choosing. It means you lack the ability to 

choose what you do, who you see, who and what you smell, 

and what and when you eat. It means, at times, being forced 

to do certain tasks others ask of you. It means depending on 

someone else to provide the basic necessities of life, like food 

and shelter, along with opportunities for meaningful engage-

ment with others and the world. In these ways, dogs kept as 

pets are captive animals, and humans are their captors be-

cause we control all these aspects of their lives. 

This is easy to appreciate if we turn the tables. Do dogs 

go to the people store or the people shelter and choose which 
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human they’ll take home? Do dogs, if they decide that they 

don’t really like the human they have chosen, get to return 

their person and bring home another one who is more attrac-

tive and better behaved? Do dogs determine when and what 

humans eat, how often humans get to pee and where, and 

which friends they can see? Do dogs put humans on a leash so 

they won’t run too fast, go too far, or greet others they think 

the human shouldn’t?

Of course, this is ridiculously far-fetched, but would we 

put up with the conditions under which pet dogs live in our 

society? Absolutely not. We’d never give up control over the 

most basic aspects of our lives. No matter how benevolently 

we govern our dogs, we nevertheless ask them, and often 

command them, to live under our rules, within our kingdom. 

This is the crucial starting point for understanding our 

relationships with, and our responsibilities toward, our furry 

friends. No matter how loving human caretakers are, com-

panion dogs must cope with an asymmetrical relationship. 

To live in our world, we require them to give up some of their 

freedoms and natural canine behaviors. In her book Love Is All 

You Need, service-dog trainer Jennifer Arnold writes that dogs 

live in an environment that “makes it impossible for them to 

alleviate their own stress and anxiety.” She explains: “In mod-

ern society, there is no way for our dogs to keep themselves 

safe, and thus we are unable to afford them the freedom to 

meet their own needs. Instead, they must depend on our be-

nevolence for survival.”2 Think about it. We teach dogs that, 

in order to pee or poop, they must get our attention and ask 

for permission to go outside the house. When dogs do go out-

side, we often restrain them with a leash or within a fence and 
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tell them, “Don’t pee or poop there.” Dogs eat what and when 

we feed them, and they’re scolded if they eat what or when we  

say they shouldn’t. Dogs play with the toys we give them, and 

they get in trouble for choosing their own toys (which we 

mysteriously call “shoes” or “the television remote”). Most of 

the time our schedules and preferences determine our dog’s 

playmates and friendships. All things considered, it’s a very 

one-sided relationship that no adult human would tolerate.

Some people claim that, because of domestication, dogs 

are conditioned to accept, and are content with, these asym-

metries in our relationship. They argue that the long associ-

ation with humans has changed what is “natural” for dogs, 

and in some ways, this is true. By definition, a domestic dog 

is not a wild species, and their behavior reflects what we’ve 

asked from them in the past and our own expectations. 

Nevertheless, dogs are not four-legged humans, either, and 

they are not completely adapted to human environments, as  

anyone who lives with a dog knows firsthand. Dogs retain 

elements of “wildness” and behaviors that resemble those 

of their wild wolf ancestors. Indeed, many of these traits we 

value highly, and we wouldn’t want them to disappear, such 

as their devotion to their family group, their sociability, and 

their willingness to help and protect. Dogs will never fit eas-

ily and without negotiation into human homes and lifestyles, 

and that’s the way it is. For example, dogs will always need to 

be carefully taught to walk on a leash, not to chase prey, and 

not to roam the neighborhood in search of a nice-smelling 

mating partner. Of course, the fact that dog trainers and vet-

erinary behaviorists are in such high demand indicates that 
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numerous dogs need a lot of help trying to live successfully 

with and among humans. 

In other words, living with dogs involves a careful balance. 

Some constraints are essential for the safety of dogs and hu-

mans, and yet if we aren’t careful and extremely attentive to 

what our dog needs, these constraints can severely compro-

mise our dog’s quality of life and ability to thrive. One goal of 

this book is to examine and become aware of the constraints 

we place on dogs, to identify those that are unnecessarily strict 

and those that are so subtle that we might not even realize we’re 

depriving our dogs of freedoms they need or want. 

You might say, with dogs, we have made a kind of Faus-

tian bargain: To bring dogs into our lives and love them, we 

have had to compromise their freedoms and, in some ways, 

compromise their well-being. Instead of seeking knowledge, 

like Faust, we want love and companionship. We want to cap-

italize on the shared emotions that form a social glue — that 

celebrated “bond” — between humans and dogs.3 But the 

price of this love and companionship is that we make our 

truest companions into beings different from and less than 

themselves. Our hope is that this book helps you see and ad-

dress this ethical quandary to improve the life of the dog, or 

dogs, you love. 

UNLEASHING DOGS,  
ENHANCING FREEDOMS

Words are important and have power. There is a reason we 

don’t call companion animals captives nor their humans 

captors. These negative words don’t reflect the nature of our 
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intentions or feelings for dogs. Similarly, we don’t like the 

word owner, which objectifies dogs and encourages us, by im-

plication, to treat dogs like property that can be owned, used, 

and discarded. We prefer terms like guardian or companion 

rather than owner. Even though our society legally defines 

dogs as property, we don’t have to use that language, treat 

them that way, or think of ourselves in those terms. Dogs 

are conscious beings with thoughts and feelings, just like us, 

which is why we never use the pronouns that or it when refer-

ring to dogs, since these refer to objects. We prefer to use he, 

she, and they and who or whom. 

Further, since captivity and freedom can be loaded words 

— ones that carry judgment and whose meanings or under-

standings vary depending on the context — we prefer the 

terms deprivations and enhancements when talking about dog 

well-being. We’ll explore these concepts further in the field 

guide, but here are the basics: A deprivation means not letting 

dogs do something “natural” that they are highly motivated 

and driven to do. An enhancement is an intervention that in-

creases a dog’s freedom to be a dog. Enhancements can be 

things we provide, like unclicking the leash and allowing dogs 

to run hard and zoom around without a care in the world. 

Enhancements can also be things from which we protect 

dogs, such as fear, pain, sensory overload, unwanted petting, 

and danger.

The antidote for captivity is freedom. Clearly, there is a 

basic tension between captivity and freedom, and dogs exist 

within this zone of uncertainty. Although dogs are captive 

(there’s no getting around this), they can nevertheless enjoy 

remarkable degrees of freedom within human environments. 
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Like captivity, freedom isn’t black and white, but rather comes 

in shades of gray. Dogs in our society live under a whole range 

of conditions, and they experience varying levels of captivity- 

related stress and varying levels of freedom. Further, the 

way homed dogs live varies widely across the globe and even 

house to house. It’s hard to speak in generalities, since there 

are always variations and exceptions. More to the point: Each 

dog and each person is different. Each dog experiences certain 

deprivations more keenly, and each person will find certain 

enhancements and freedoms easier to provide than others. 

Our hope with this book is a simple one: We hope it helps you 

discover many ways to provide your dog with more freedom 

and less captivity, however you can. Every dog deserves the 

best life we can offer, and this “best life” means giving them 

the greatest amount of freedom and the fewest experiences of 

captivity-induced deprivation we can provide.

TEN FREEDOMS FOR DOGS
The “Five Freedoms” are a popular cornerstone 

of animal welfare. First developed in 1965 and for-

malized in 1979 by the UK’s Farm Animal Welfare 

Council, the Five Freedoms were designed to address 

some of the worst welfare problems experienced by 

animals used within industrial farming (or “factory 

farming”). Since their development, the Five Free-

doms have been applied to an increasingly broad 

range of captive animals, such as those living in zoos 
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and research labs. Over the past few years, the Five 

Freedoms have also made their way into discussions 

of companion animal welfare. They provide a good 

starting point for thinking about enhancing freedoms 

for dogs. We’ve adapted and expanded the original 

Five Freedoms into Ten Freedoms that should guide 

our interactions with dogs. 

Freedoms one to five focus on freedoms from un-

comfortable or aversive experiences. Freedoms six to 

ten focus on freedoms to be dogs.

Like all animals, dogs need the following: 

  1.  Freedom from hunger and thirst

  2.  Freedom from pain

  3.  Freedom from discomfort

  4.  Freedom from fear and distress

  5.  Freedom from avoidable or treatable illness and 

disability

  6.  Freedom to be themselves

  7.  Freedom to express normal behavior

  8.  Freedom to exercise choice and control

  9.  Freedom to frolic and have fun

10.  Freedom to have privacy and “safe zones”

Even the most well-cared-for dogs — those who are 

doted upon, have soft beds and tasty nutritional food, and 

get good veterinary care — may experience deprivations of 

which their owner is largely unaware.4 This is because a great 
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many people who choose to share their home with a dog 

don’t know very much about dog behavior. One report on 

pet owners’ knowledge of dog behavior, for example, found 

that 13 percent of people had done no research into dog be-

havior prior to acquiring a dog, and only 33 percent felt “very 

informed” about the basic welfare needs of dogs.5 Although 

some dog owners have read shelves full of books about the 

natural history, ethology, and care of dogs, many others just 

fly by the seat of their pants. Dogs are amazingly adaptive and 

resilient and find ways to survive even in environments that 

aren’t particularly dog friendly. But obviously, most people 

want their dogs to thrive, not just scrape by, and the best way 

to help them do that is to learn as much as possible about 

who dogs really are and what they need from us. 

Evidence from trainers, dog psychologists, and veteri-

narians clearly shows that far too many dogs are not getting 

what they need and suffer from varying degrees of stress. Mil-

lions of dogs are plagued by boredom, frustration, and anx-

iety. These negative feelings often manifest in what owners 

mistakenly perceive as “behavioral problems” in their dogs, 

whether it be destroying furniture when left alone during the 

day, obsessive barking, hyperactivity, or overeating. These 

issues make clear that taking care of a dog’s basic needs — 

providing fresh water, nutritious food, exercise, appropriate 

housing, and adequate veterinary care — is just the starting 

point. Like humans, dogs also need emotional connection 

and support and to be engaged with their world. They need 

to socialize with other dogs and humans. They need ample 

opportunities in nature, exercising their senses the same way 
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they exercise their muscles. They need to stretch their bodies 

and minds and feel challenged. 

Does providing this require compromise on our part? Yes, 

it usually does, but it doesn’t need to be overwhelming, either. 

Often, the most important change is shifting perspective, 

paying more careful attention to our dogs, and enhancing the 

freedoms we already provide so they are as meaningful to our 

dogs as possible. Take, for example, the morning walk. Most 

people have limited time before work to walk their dog, and 

no matter how much a dog might enjoy a sixty-minute ram-

ble, that’s not going to happen. So make the time you have re-

ally count. After reading this book, think about the morning 

walk from your dog’s point of view and ask: What does my dog 

most need and want? Give them that.

COMMAND CENTRAL!
Come! Sit! Stay! Don’t!

One of the ways humans control dogs is by is-

suing commands. Some poor dogs are subjected to 

so many commands during a day that it is a wonder 

they remain sane. In fact, people are often advised by 

trainers that their dog should be commanded to do 

just about everything — a dog should have to per-

form some trick or obey some command for each 

kibble they eat and each ball they chase. But the over-

commanding and obsessive-compulsive controlling 

of our dogs is not the best way to enhance their sense 

of independence and autonomy.
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After visiting many dog parks and other places 

where people and dogs hang out, our impression 

is that people say no much more than yes or “good 

dog” and that praise occurs much less often, espe-

cially spontaneously. Marc did an informal study at 

one of the local dog parks in which he recorded three 

hundred instances in which people talked to their or 

someone else’s dog. He found that 83 percent of the 

time people said something to stop dogs from doing 

something, and only 17 percent of the time did they 

say something positive. And of the fifty-one times 

that they said something positive, only 6 percent 

of the time was something such as “good dog” said 

spontaneously, when the dogs were just being dogs 

and doing what dogs do.6 

There’s an upside to giving our dogs more freedoms: We 

reap benefits, too. Happy and contented dogs tend to be easier 

to live with, resulting in happier and more contented guard-

ians. “Problem” canine behaviors related to anxiety or frustra-

tion can resolve themselves, giving us more time to enjoy our 

friendship with our canine companions. People sometimes 

fall into bad habits of complaining about how difficult dogs 

are to care for and live with. At dog parks, we’ve heard numer-

ous people say something like, “Gosh, I’ve had to change my 

whole day around taking her to a dog park.” But you know 

who else experiences more freedom and satisfaction when we 
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unleash our dogs more often? We do. Letting go of the leash 

is a benefit that helps everyone. 

BECOMING FLUENT IN DOG
Dogs are everywhere in our world — in our neighborhoods, 

in our cars, and in our homes. Yet in some important ways, 

we often don’t really notice dogs. We see them as ornamenta-

tion for our own human drama, not appreciating who dogs 

really are and what this world is like from their perspective. 

The key to being able to provide dogs with enhanced free-

dom is to understand how they sense their world — what the 

world looks like, smells like, feels like, tastes like, and sounds 

like to them. Only by understanding how dogs experience the 

world will we be able to understand the ways in which human 

environments compromise their welfare and be able to find 

ways to compensate. To do this, we need to get inside the 

heads, hearts, and sense organs of our furry friends. That’s 

the heart of what we hope this book provides.

For a long time, scientists ignored dogs and dog behav-

ior because dogs weren’t seen as candidates for serious study. 

Dogs were considered artifacts created by humans, and not 

real or “natural” animals in their own right. Dogs were of 

course used as models to study other things (diseases, for ex-

ample), but they were not seen as animals of interest in and of 

themselves. All this began to change, and change dramatically, 

about two decades ago, and now the sciences of canine cog-

nition and emotion are growing by leaps and bounds. Some 

still refer to studies of the cognitive and emotional lives of 

dogs as “soft science,” a reflection of the stubborn prejudice 
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against dogs and against the scientific study of animal minds 

and animal feelings. But attitudes are starting to evolve, as the 

importance of canine science becomes established. Rigorous 

studies of dog cognition are producing large amounts of de-

tailed data, some of which are already being put to work to 

make the lives of dogs and their humans better. We know, for 

example, that dogs have evolved complex cognitive abilities 

and they experience a wide range of emotions. Yet much re-

mains to be done. 

Given the huge number of dog books and training man-

uals available at bookstores and online, and the thousands of 

websites dedicated to dogs and dog behavior, it may surprise 

you to learn how many gaps there are in our collective knowl-

edge about dogs. We really don’t know as much about dogs as 

many writers imply. As you’ll see throughout this book, when 

it comes to this or that topic, we are often forced to concede, 

“There just isn’t very much research.” 

Even as rigorous canine science continues to grow, myths 

and pop science still abound. One of the challenges for dog 

owners is being able to separate the wheat from the chaff and 

identify areas where the science is solid and where it is not. 

This can be challenging, since new canine science emerges 

daily, even with books like this to help! For example, one pre-

vailing myth is that dogs don’t experience complex emotions 

such as jealousy or guilt. However, new evidence disputes 

this. For instance, a neuroimaging study by Dr. Peter Cook 

and his colleagues showed that the same part of the brain in 

both dogs and humans lights up when they’re feeling jealous. 

For individuals of both species, there is increased activation 

of the amygdala.7
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We need to understand what dogs are feeling not only to 

make sure that their behavioral needs are being met but also 

to communicate clearly with them. Successfully training dogs 

to live with us will be far more effective if based on accurate 

canine science. For example, what should we do if we come 

home to a ravaged garbage can and find our dog cowering in 

the corner with ears folded down. Our dog looks “guilty,” as 

if our dog understands they’ve done something wrong, so we 

may be tempted to punish our dog, perhaps with a loud ver-

bal scolding along with a “scruffing,” which involves grabbing 

the loose fur on a dog’s neck, rolling them onto their back, 

and holding them down as if to say, “I am the boss!” Jennifer 

Arnold calls this the “because I said so (BISS) technique” of 

training and notes that it fails and doesn’t result in “a fair and 

mutually beneficial relationship.”8 

However, can we be sure we understand what our dog 

understands, and is punishment the most effective response? 

Many people assume that the “hang dog” facial expression, 

with ears pressed down, is an admission of wrongdoing, but 

we really don’t know whether dogs feel guilt — the jury is 

still out on this question. Even though it’s likely that dogs 

do, their understanding of right and wrong probably differs 

from ours, and we might be misreading our dog’s facial ex-

pression and body posture, which is common. Our dog might 

be expressing fear, stress, or confusion, rather than guilt, and 

our punishment might only increase those feelings without 

reinforcing the correct behavior. Scruffing, for its part, is a 

training method based upon inaccurate assumptions about 

dominance hierarchies and punishment. Physically punish-

ing dogs when they’ve done something wrong or something 



18     Unleashing Your Dog

we don’t like, whether by scruffing or with a smack on the 

nose, doesn’t really work to change their behavior.9 As dog 

training expert Peter Vollmer notes, “Excessive punishment, 

especially when administered sometime after undesirable 

behavior occurs, can lead to undesirable side effects such as 

avoidance of the owner, constant subordinate signaling, and 

stress-related physiologic problems.”10

LITTLE WOLVES?
Many people believe that if we understand wolves, 

then we will get a good handle on what dogs want 

and need to thrive. After all, domestic dogs evolved 

from wild wolf ancestors, and they remain close 

enough genetically to be able to crossbreed. However, 

although wolf behavior is interesting, it isn’t neces-

sarily an accurate template for thinking about our 

dogs. There are many ways in which thinking of  

our dogs as little wolves, or domesticated wolves, 

may mislead us as we try to understand what our 

dogs really need and how best to interact with them. 

For instance, wolves typically form well-organized 

packs with well-defined dominance hierarchies and 

divisions of labor, whereas dogs don’t. Wolves also 

commonly mark territorial boundaries, but dogs 

only rarely do so. 

Becoming fluent in dog also means being aware of, and 

sensitive to, the specific situation or context in which we are 
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interacting with our dog. As with people, a dog’s behavior 

can change depending on the situation or social context. This 

is actually a significant limitation in many dog studies. The 

behavior of dogs living in a cage inside of a research lab is 

constrained and shaped by this environment, and behavior 

patterns observed in the lab don’t necessarily translate into, 

say, a shelter environment, where the stimuli are quite dif-

ferent. Then, of course, the behavior of dogs in a shelter will 

be different from behavior in a home, in a dog park, and in a 

doggy day care, and each of these from one another. Behavior 

at the veterinarian’s office may be a world unto itself. Further, 

each shelter, home, and veterinarian’s office is its own micro-

cosm. Plus, many human guardians report that their dog is 

“leash reactive.” Slap on a leash and their otherwise perfectly 

amiable dog becomes aggressive toward other dogs who walk 

past. As you can see, behavior doesn’t occur in a vacuum, 

though it’s often assumed that it does. 

Above all, we know relatively little about the behavior of 

dogs in human home environments, although this is perhaps 

the most important context within which it would be useful 

to know what our dogs are thinking, feeling, and wanting.11 

Indeed, we need to learn about dogs in the places in which 

they live and spend time to help them develop what Niki 

Tudge, founder and president of the Pet Professional Guild, 

calls “lifestyle relevant skills.”12 Of course, it would be very 

difficult to design a study of “home behavior” that could be 

generalized to all dogs, since each human home environment 

is unique. But that shouldn’t stop you from studying your 

own dog in your home. Your research conclusions might not 

apply to all dogs, but they will apply to the most important 
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dog in your life — your own. We encourage you to study and 

observe for yourself how your dog navigates your shared 

home and to continue observing your dog in every setting 

and notice what changes and what doesn’t. 

MAKING AND USING ETHOGRAMS
This book will help you become fluent in dog by 

inviting you to become an ethologist-in-training.13 

An ethologist is someone who studies the behavior 

of animals, usually in their natural habitat. You can 

use the science of ethology to help you explore who 

your dog is and what he or she wants and needs. For 

example, you can learn your dog’s unique likes and 

dislikes, coping styles, learning styles, and individual 

quirks. 

One thing you can do is to make ethograms of 

your dog’s behavior. An ethogram is a kind of menu 

of what animals do, and it forms the cornerstone 

of behavioral studies. You can create an ethogram 

in several different environments, such as at home, 

at the dog park, or on the evening walk around the 

neighborhood and compare them to one another. 

You might make an ethogram of your dog interacting 

with other dogs or interacting with you or with other 

humans. You can make an ethogram of other dogs, 

too, so you can compare the behavior patterns of 

different dogs. By carefully watching and cataloging 

your dog’s behavior, you can learn how their behav-

ior changes from one setting to another. Developing 
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an ethogram is fun and opens a window into learning 

about how animals behave. It’s often considered the 

first and most important stage of scientific research.

Numerous dog ethograms are available that you 

can use to get ideas for developing an ethogram for 

your own dog. Two particularly good examples are 

provided in books by ethologists Roger Abrantes (Dog 

Language) and Michael W. Fox (Behaviour of Wolves, 

Dogs, and Related Canids). Barbara Handelman’s  

Canine Behavior: A Photo Illustrated Handbook also 

is an excellent resource, as is “Learning to Speak Dog 

Part 4: Reading a Dog’s Body” on the Tails from the 

Lab website. All are listed in the bibliography. 

Some behavior patterns that you might score 

include a dog’s approach to other dogs (speed and 

orientation); biting directed toward different parts 

of the body; biting intensity (inhibited and soft, or 

hard and accompanied by either shaking of the head 

or not); rolling over; standing over; chin resting; play 

soliciting; self-play; peeing and the posture used; 

pooping; growling; barking; whining; approaching 

and withdrawing; pawing directed toward different 

parts of the body; ear position; tail position; gait; and 

so on. Marc and his students have discovered that the 

behavior of most dogs can be accounted for by scor-

ing around fifty different behavior patterns. 

Splitters and lumpers: Depending on their focus, 

researchers tend to approach or organize their data 

in two ways, either by splitting or lumping. Splitters 
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do microanalyses of actions, whereas lumpers are in-

terested in broad categories of behavior, such as play, 

aggression, and mating. Whether you split or lump 

actions depends on the questions in which you’re in-

terested. We would recommend splitting first, since 

then you can lump later if that seems like the best 

strategy. For instance, rather than simply writing 

“bite,” distinguish where the bite occurred and note it 

as a face bite, ear bite, neck bite, body bite, and so on. 

Or you can indicate intensity by noting an intense 

hip slam versus a mild hip slam. You can group all 

bites or hip slams together later, but you will lose the 

subtle differences if you do not split them as you’re 

compiling your ethogram. Marc always has been a 

splitter in his studies of dogs and their wild relatives, 

and it was because of this that he found that after 

fifty different actions had been identified, the proba-

bility of adding a new behavior was very rare.

To put this all together, the simple steps in con-

structing an ethogram are as follows: watch animals 

in person or on videos; list each different behavior 

pattern and vocalization; compare your list with oth-

ers; watch more and write down additional behavior 

patterns and vocalizations; come up with a code for 

each behavior so you can “score” observations easily; 

and split behaviors rather than lumping two or more 

together. 

Dogs also show individual differences in their 
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time and activity budgets. So, using your mobile 

phone or a stopwatch, you can gather information 

not only on what they do but on how much time 

they spend engaged in different activities. Changes in 

what they do and how much time they spend doing 

different things can be used as indicators of how dogs 

are feeling. 

Just as context is highly variable, so too is the behavior of 

each individual dog. Many variables can influence behavior, 

including genetics, upbringing, breed, learning, cognitive style, 

and personality.14 Clearly, an individual’s prior experiences also 

influence their behavior, as do expectations or thoughts about 

the future. This is a point to which we’ll return repeatedly; 

namely, it’s essential to know your dog as the individual he or 

she is. What works for Rosco might not work for Freddie, and 

what works for Maybell might not work for Ellie. 

A useful perspective to take when considering our dog is 

as someone from a different culture, like a foreign-exchange 

student. Our home and culture have similarities to our dog’s 

(we feel similar emotions and have similar physical sensa-

tions), but there are significant differences. We speak different 

languages, and physical gestures might mean different things 

(as when a nodding head means “no” in one culture and “yes” 

in another). Just as we help an exchange student succeed by 

closely working with them to bridge any cultural differences 

and find commonalities, we can help our dogs by provid-

ing this same kind of cultural awareness and sensitivity. Our 
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foreign-exchange student doesn’t need to learn English to live 

happily and peacefully in our home, and the same is true for 

our dog. Despite a language barrier, dogs are highly adept 

at communicating with humans (as research into dog social 

cognition has shown), and we have the same ability to under-

stand and become fluent in dog, so we can interpret our dog’s 

behavior and communicate clearly.

ECOLOGICAL RELEVANCE 
AND YELLOW SNOW

Within the field of animal behavior, the phrase eco-

logical relevance means studying animals in ways that 

account for their sensory and motor skills. In other 

words, we can’t expect species to respond to stimuli 

or in ways that they aren’t capable of or that don’t 

come naturally. For example, asking an animal who 

can’t hear high-pitched ultrasounds to discriminate 

between two stimuli using ultrasound is not ecolog-

ically relevant. 

What does ecological relevance mean when observ-

ing our dogs? Don’t expect them to do things that are 

beyond their motor or sensory capacities, and don’t as-

sume dogs use their same five senses the way humans 

do. Here’s an example. One of the methods designed by 

researchers to assess the capacity for self-recognition 

in other species is called the mirror test. Without the 

animal knowing, a mark (such as a red dot) is placed 

on the animal’s forehead, and the animal is placed in 

front of a mirror. If the animal responds to the red dot, 
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such as by trying to rub it off using self-directed move-

ments, then researchers conclude that the individual 

recognizes themself in the mirror and knows the dot is 

on their body. Some chimpanzees, elephants, dolphins, 

and magpies do this. 

Dogs consistently fail this test, so some research-

ers have claimed that dogs don’t have the cognitive 

capacity for self-recognition. But the mirror test 

simply isn’t ecologically relevant for dogs. Dogs have 

eyes. They can see the dot. But dogs don’t rely as 

heavily on visual signals as they do on olfactory sig-

nals, and it may be that self- and other-recognition  

in dogs is primarily through smell. When Marc stud-

ied self-recognition by observing how his dog Jethro 

responded to his own “yellow snow” (compared to  

the urine-soaked snow from other dogs), Jethro 

showed he preferred the yellow snow of other dogs. 

Additional research into olfactory self-recognition 

in dogs confirms that dogs likely understand “me” 

as distinct from “you” when this question is asked in 

ecologically relevant terms for dogs.15 

WALKING IN THEIR PAWS
One of the most important messages in Unleashing Your Dog 

is that there is no universal “dog.” Each dog is a unique indi-

vidual with unique needs and a unique personality. As Ray 

Pierotti and Brandy Fogg note in their book The First Do-

mestication: How Wolves and Humans Coevolved, the word 
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dog is difficult to define and “domestic dogs are a grab-bag 

assemblage of individuals.”16 Of course, there is no universal 

“human,” either, and trying to understand the motivations 

and perceptions of the human side of the dog-human equa-

tion is also essential. 

Trying to think and feel our way through our dog’s daily 

life from the dog’s perspective is a useful exercise. As our dog’s 

companion, we can train ourselves to be attentive to our dog’s 

experiential world, to walk in their paws and imagine what’s 

happening in their head and heart. As with parenting, love is 

not enough. We also need logic. We need to become dog liter-

ate and understand who dogs are, what they need, and what 

their behavior can tell us about how they are feeling. 

HUMAN AND DOG  
CULTURAL COMPARISONS

Human Culture Dog Culture

Butts and groins are private 

areas and not to be touched 

or smelled by strangers. 

Sniffing butts and groins is  

perfectly natural behavior. 

It’s like greeting someone by 

saying, “How do you do?” and 

getting the answer. 

Humping is a perverted,  

inappropriate sexual  

behavior, and not something 

to do in public.

Humping is interesting and 

does not need to be private. All 

dogs do it, and it doesn’t matter 

with what — a human leg, 

couch pillow, or whatever. 
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Barking is loud and  

annoying. Good dogs 

don’t bark.

Barking is one of the main ways 

in which dogs communicate 

with one another and with us. 

They bark in a wide variety 

of contexts, including when 

they’re playing, afraid, agitated, 

trying to get attention, and 

excited. 

Dogs shouldn’t chase bikes 

or squirrels, and they’re 

naughty if they don’t listen 

to commands and stop. 

Dogs have a natural prey drive; 

since any quickly moving object 

might be prey, dogs often chase 

to find out.

When a dog refuses to obey 

a command and do what 

a person wants, the dog is 

being willfully stubborn and 

obstinate.

Dogs may hesitate or resist 

commands out of fear, nervous-

ness, or confusion. They react 

to nonverbal communication as 

much as words, and if a person 

says one thing but indicates an-

other with their tone, emotion, 

or body language, dogs may 

struggle to understand what’s 

meant.

Hugging a dog is a sign of 

love.

When hugged by a person, dogs 

can sometimes feel trapped. 

If a dog won’t play with 

other dogs, that dog is anti-

social or has a problem. 

Dogs have preferences and a 

need for solitude just like  

people; dogs don’t always like 

other specific dogs, or they 

prefer other activities to playing 

and socializing.  
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We also need to remember that dogs are not people. Yes, 

this is obvious. But it’s also easy to forget, especially when  

our dogs form such close friendships with us that it feels like 

we do speak the same language and share the same under-

standings.

We need to tailor enhancements to fit the needs of our 

specific dog. A dog is never too young or too old for us to 

be thinking about ways to enhance their freedoms. Socializa-

tion is an especially important freedom enhancer for puppies. 

When puppies are not socialized, their freedoms are curtailed 

for the rest of their lives because they don’t learn how to be 

“normal,” well-adjusted dogs.17 As ethologist and dog trainer 

Ian Dunbar suggests, puppies should be introduced to a hun-

dred dogs and a hundred people before they’re twelve weeks 

old. Of course, this is virtually impossible to do, but it’s sage 

advice to ensure that puppies have plenty of contact with 

other dogs and with people other than their human com-

panion. Also, puppies and dogs of all ages need to be cogni-

tively challenged, and this extends well into their sunset years. 

Cognitively challenging work can have positive effects on the 

canine brain throughout the dog’s lifespan. For example, life-

long training appears to be linked with increased attention 

span in aging dogs.18 

GIVING DOGS THE BEST POSSIBLE LIVES 
Bringing a dog into one’s home is a decision with far-reaching  

ethical consequences. In adopting, buying, or otherwise ac-

quiring a dog, we become responsible for the well-being of 

another living creature. We have a great deal of control over 
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how much freedom our dogs experience, and to a large ex-

tent, our daily actions determine whether our dog enjoys a 

happy and full life. Yes, choosing to share your life with a dog 

is an awesome responsibility. 

If you are already a guardian to a dog, think about what 

kind of human companion you ideally want to be for your 

canine friend. As you read this book, consider the ways that 

you can give your dog the very best life possible. None of us 

is perfect; no one ever lives up to their ideal all the time. But 

try to see the world through your dog’s eyes (and their nose, 

tongue, paws, and skin!), and imagine all the little and big 

ways you can help your dog thrive. This is, after all, what you 

signed up for. 

Our relationships with dogs are grounded in and guided 

by personal values. Sometimes these are openly acknowl-

edged, and sometimes they are unstated but reflected in our 

actions. People differ in how they choose to live with their 

nonhuman companions, but it is useful to make these values 

explicit if you have invited another animal into your life or 

plan to do so. The first question is the one we pose above: 

What do you consider to be a good life for your dog, and how 

can you help your dog achieve this kind of life? Make a list of 

your goals; write them down. 

As we’ve said, “unleashing your dog” is both literal — 

dogs need more time off leash — and metaphorical. We need 

to continually work toward increasing the freedoms that our 

dogs experience, thereby unleashing their potential to live life 

to the fullest. And with that, let’s unclip the leash and begin 

enhancing the lives of the dogs we love so much. 
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Minnie, unleashed in the mountains of western Colorado.  
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If it’s true that dogs are captive animals — because their ex-

perience of the world is largely, if not totally, influenced by 

what we, their caregivers, provide for them — then we can 

make our dogs’ lives better by improving their environments 

and interactions in their terms. We can protect them from 

the stressful aspects of human environments, allow them as 

much freedom as possible to be themselves, and empower 

them to make choices and express their preferences. 

Let’s see what this means in daily practice. 

For all animals, including dogs, one defining aspect of 

“captivity” is that it is restrictive and separate from the en-

vironment in which the species evolved. Thus, many of the 

stimuli captive animals are exposed to are unnatural or novel 

(to them), and these unusual stimuli can elicit a fight-or-

flight stress response, one the animal may not be able to ad-

equately express because of captivity. To improve your dog’s 

life, think carefully about any sensory stimuli that cause stress 

and eliminate them. Enhancing our dogs’ freedom includes 

protecting them from unwelcome or uncomfortable sensory 

experiences. 
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Captive animals also may lack opportunities to engage in 

evolved behavior patterns typical of their species, ones they 

are “hardwired” to perform. When captive environments 

are monotonous and barren, they don’t allow animals to use 

their exquisitely evolved cognitive and sensory capacities, 

and this can lead to frustration and stress. For example, birds 

whose natural food-gathering behavior involves scratch-

ing the ground to find seeds will still “need” to scratch the 

ground, even if the ground is a concrete floor. When these 

types of evolved behavioral needs go unmet, individuals fre-

quently engage in a wide range of unnatural behaviors, such 

as stereotyped pacing and self-destructive acts. Since human 

environments are frequently understimulating for dogs, we 

can also enhance their freedom by providing dogs with op-

portunities to exercise all their senses and reduce boredom 

through what are called “enrichments.”1 There’s a good deal 

of evidence that even simple enrichments can make animals 

happier and less stressed out.

To summarize, there are two powerful ways to improve 

the lives of dogs: 

1. Reduce the number of situations or stimuli that

cause distress. This includes “aversive stimuli” —

unpleasant sounds, smells, and physical sensations,

such as feeling trapped — and failing to provide out-

lets for natural behaviors that dogs are highly moti-

vated to perform. We call these “freedom inhibitors”

or “deprivations.” 

2. Provide positive enrichments that stimulate the senses 

and provide opportunities for physical, psychological, 
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and social engagement with the world. We call these 

“freedom enhancers” or “enhancements.” 

If we think of captivity as a disease, one that causes un-

healthy physical and emotional symptoms, then increased 

freedoms would be the antidote or remedy. Many of these are 

cheap, and none require a veterinarian’s prescription. Mostly, 

they only require us to proactively help our canine compan-

ions by looking for the ways our home environments might 

be hard on our dogs and addressing them: by offering dogs 

more choice, more stimulation, more engagement, more 

freedoms. 

The rest of this book is a “field guide” to the five major 

sensory experiences of dogs: smell, taste, touch, sight, and 

hearing. For each, we feature the freedom-enhancing “inter- 

ventions” you can provide for your dog; you might think of 

these as ways to “free” the canine senses. Obviously, some top-

ics or behavioral issues involve multiple senses. Dogs respond 

to what ethologists call “composite signals” that contain po-

tential information from several senses. While the book dis-

cusses each sense separately, that’s not how dogs use them in 

the real world. 

However, by focusing on each sense, we use the science 

of how dogs experience and interact with the world to help 

you understand your dog’s point of view. Understanding the 

senses individually, and how they work together, helps us un-

derstand some of the challenges of being a dog in a human- 

centered world. Senses are connected to feelings, and if  

dogs are encouraged to have positive and interesting sensory 



36     Unleashing Your Dog

experiences, they will likely experience an increase in their 

overall happiness — which is what we want! 

Like a field guide, this book is meant to be a reference, 

one that describes each sense and its characteristics and then 

provides the most important enhancements we can give dogs. 

Similar to a field guide to plants, say — which will “key out” 

specimens, classifying or identifying them by certain charac-

teristics, such as the type of leaf, the color of their flower, the 

height of the plant, and so forth — this book “keys out” your 

dog by looking at the different senses. In each section, a short 

introduction overviews the sense and then provides a list of 

ways you can enhance this sensory domain for your dog. Skip 

around and turn to the topics that are most relevant for you 

and your dog, as you would with any field guide. 

Many of the enhancements we propose aren’t new. People 

who study dog cognition have been talking and writing about 

them for years. However, ongoing research focusing on ca-

nine behavior, cognition, emotions, and sensory physiology is 

generating a good deal of new information that has practical 

importance, and new data are constantly emerging. In many 

instances we integrate this new science into enhancements 

that may not yet have received much airtime. 

We also try to bridge the gap that exists between the  

theoretical realm of canine cognitive science and the applica-

tion of this research into the practical realm of dog teaching 

and training. That such a knowledge translation gap exists 

is understandable, given how much information is currently 

being generated by researchers all over the world. Like any 

field guide, this book captures the state of what we know right 

now about helping dogs adapt to human environments, but it 
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will eventually need updating as new research expands, clari-

fies, and confirms what we know about dogs.2

CAVEATS:  
WHEN THE LEASH IS NEEDED

If, while reading this book, you become tempted to 

throw away your dog’s leash, here are two remind-

ers why a leash is still at times useful and necessary: 

human etiquette and your canine companion’s safety. 

Etiquette: Often the rules of human etiquette run 

counter to what dogs want, and we must curtail their 

freedom for the sake of maintaining friendly rela-

tions, not only with other dogs, but also with other 

people, whether our neighbors, our houseguests, or 

strangers on the street. A dog may, for example, re-

ally want to pee on the neighbor’s heirloom tomato 

plant; they may want to run free through the streets 

of town, greeting every human and dog in sight. 

Guardians must be attentive to and balance the needs 

of their dog and the needs of people. It’s counter- 

productive not to, or else others may experience dogs 

as troublesome, unwelcome pests and want to curtail 

their freedoms even further. Responsible dog guard-

ians build community goodwill that benefits dogs 

and everyone in the long run. 

Safety: It’s also essential to balance freedom with 

safety. As with human children, we need to avoid 
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helicopter parenting and allow our dogs opportuni-

ties to make their own decisions and take risks, but 

within the constraints of parental supervision and 

good sense. Both children and dogs lack the experi-

ence and insight to appropriately judge risks or to an-

ticipate what adults might consider obvious dangers, 

like busy roads. Balancing freedom with safety can 

surely lead to a better life for dogs and humans alike. 

 

THE IMPORTANCE OF  
DOG TRAINING AND TEACHING

On the surface, it may seem counterintuitive, but 

one of the most important ways to increase freedom 

for your dog is to take training very seriously. When 

approached the right way, training isn’t about con-

trolling your dog’s behavior but about you teaching 

your dog to function successfully with you in your 

home and in human environments in general. Train-

ing techniques create a method of communication 

between you and your dog, one you both learn and 

understand together. 

This book is not a training manual per se, but 

throughout we explore how positive training can 

contribute to a dog’s quality of life. 

Here are some tips for approaching training in 

the most effective way:
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• Dog training is as much about teaching yourself 

as it is about teaching your dog. Educate yourself 

about dog behavior and training techniques. 

• The minute you bring a dog into your home, the 

teaching begins, whether the dog is a puppy or 

an adult. Puppies are eager to soak up informa-

tion, if it is presented with patience and in ways 

appropriate to their age and skill set.

• Training isn’t something you do once and it’s 

over. Training is a process, like learning, that 

continues every day and changes to account for 

the dynamic, changing interactions between dog 

and human. 

• The goal of training isn’t to create a robot dog 

who rigidly follows commands. Training pro-

vides dogs with a large toolbox of skills, under-

standings, and communication techniques that 

allow them to calmly navigate their surroundings 

with independence, confidence, and flexibility. 

• Don’t underestimate how challenging it is to 

train a dog well. Some dogs struggle more than 

others to adapt to life in a human environment, 

so be patient, consistent, and persistent. And 

enjoy the challenge, since ultimately it will be a 

win-win for all. 

• Since one goal of training is to build a relation-

ship with your dog that strengthens the bond 

between you, don’t outsource training. If you 

need help, hire experts who are officially certified 
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to practice dog training, but remain closely in-

volved. Choose your dog trainer as carefully as 

you would a neurosurgeon.

• Positive or “soft” training techniques are more

successful and more humane than fear- or

punishment-based techniques. There is never

any reason to hurt or scare a dog.
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Smell

W e begin with the sense of smell, which plays the lead 

role in a dog’s experiential world. A dog’s world is 

a continuous cacophony and symphony of odors 

swirling around and into their noses. As “nosed animals,” a 

term we borrow from Alexandra Horowitz, dogs live in, and 

are consumed by, a world of smells.1 Our human sensory ex-

perience is dominated by sight, so to understand the world 

from our dog’s perspective, we really need to use our imagi-

nation and think about “seeing” the world through our nose. 

When we walk dogs on a leash and they stop to smell some-

thing, it is almost like they are stopping to read a very inter-

esting news headline or hear some important neighborhood 

gossip. Dogs gather information first and foremost through 

their nose, not primarily through their eyes or ears. 

And it seems like dogs are always gathering olfactory 

information, not just when they have their noses obviously 

pinned to the ground tracking a scent, but even when they’re 

just standing around looking like they aren’t doing much 

of anything. The nose never stops. On a walk through the 
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neighborhood, a dog is collecting all kinds of important in-

formation from sniffing: They learn about the other dogs 

who have previously been there, and how recently; they 

might learn about female receptivity and even perhaps what 

the other dogs were feeling. Dogs might also be sniffing while 

they are asleep; their noses never go to bed.2

The dog’s nose is an amazing adaptation. In fact, the 

canine nose is a virtual work of art, like many other organs 

that evolve via natural selection. The noses of many breeds 

of dogs are much bigger than human noses, and the dog’s 

olfactory center in the brain is proportionately larger than 

that of humans; this means that more of the dog’s brain is 

dedicated to processing olfactory information. Dogs have  

125 to 300 million olfactory receptors compared to our measly 

6 million. On average, their sense of smell is about a thousand 

times more sensitive than ours.3 They can track many smells 

at the same time, and they sniff approximately five times a 

second. Alexandra Horowitz has suggested that if we were 

to spread out a dog’s nasal epithelium (the lining of a dog’s 

nose), it would cover their entire body, while ours would only 

cover a mole on our shoulder.4 

A dog’s nose sends incoming air into two separate paths, 

one for breathing and one for smelling. (Humans have no 

choice but to smell and breathe through the same pathway.) 

Unless dogs are panting, they breathe in through the nose, 

not through the mouth. 

Each dog is different, and their sensory experiences and 

needs may vary. A dog’s breed or breed characteristics don’t 

necessarily determine what will make the dog optimally 

happy, but it’s worth thinking about the shape of your dog’s 
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nose and what gets them sniffing and snorting. Hound dogs 

such as English pointers and bassets are highly motivated by 

smells, and the opportunity to explore the world with their 

nose may be an even higher priority for them than for indi-

viduals of brachycephalic breeds, like pugs and bulldogs, who 

have short skulls with compressed noses. Like humans, short-

nosed dogs tend to spend more time breathing through their 

mouths, so they likely take in and process less olfactory infor-

mation than their longer-nosed compatriots. Dogs with very 

foreshortened snouts can also suffer from obstructed breath-

ing caused by congenital defects, such as collapsed nostrils, 

which makes smelling more difficult. Because short-nosed 

dogs can’t make full use of their olfactory sense, we need to 

try extra hard to enhance their world of smells and to offset 

their deprivation in this sensory realm with extra attention to 

other senses, such as taste and touch.5 

Lots of people wonder whether dogs sense the passage of 

time. Do they know the difference, for example, when their 

human companions have been gone from the house for five 

minutes or five hours? Scientists don’t have a clear answer to 

this question, but one interesting clue comes from the nose. 

Horowitz suggests that dogs are sensitive to changes in the 

strength of odors that are evaporating. Smells degrade over 

time and odors will grow fainter. So, for a dog, how faint a 

smell has become may indicate how much time has elapsed 

since the odor was in full bloom.6 Dogs understand the scent 

landscape in very complex ways and can distinguish between 

newer and older scent trails. They can track scents that are up 

to a week old. How refined or well-developed this method of 

sensing time is awaits further study. 
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LET DOGS SNIFF !
Off-leash dogs spend about a third of their time sniffing.7 

On-leash dogs aren’t typically allowed to sniff for nearly this 

long. How often have you seen someone angrily tugging on 

the leash, trying to make their dog “keep up” on a walk? This 

is a form of sensory deprivation. In a Whole Dog Journal story 

about leash-walking behavior, the author’s casual observa-

tion was that around 85 percent of the time dogs were pull-

ing or dragging their humans down the street or vice versa.8 

Sometimes a dog wants to surge forward and get somewhere 

more quickly than the owner; sometimes a dog stops to in-

tently investigate some smell and their impatient companion 

is the one tugging the lead, saying, “Come on! Let’s go! I’m 

in a hurry.” Or, “What are you doing? There’s nothing there!” 

This second remark indicates a lack of knowledge about 

what dogs are sensing — we may not see anything of interest,  

but our dog certainly smells something fascinating. These 

complaints also embody a typical mismatch between our ex-

pectations and desires on a walk and those of our dog. Dogs 

aren’t in a hurry to pee and poop and go back inside. After 

all, for many dogs, the daily walk (if they are lucky enough to 

get one) is their only time to really be out in the world and 

engage with it. 

One easy way to enhance your dog’s freedom is to accom-

modate their need to smell. When they are outside, whether 

on a walk or not, allow them ample time to exercise their nose 

and sniff to their nostrils’ and brain’s content. This is one of 

the simplest enhancements we can provide. Let them sniff ! If 

there are places where your dog can be off leash, by all means 
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give them this opportunity to walk or run at will, following 

their own olfactory agenda. When walking with a dog on 

leash, as much as possible let your dog set the pace. If your 

dog wants to linger over a bush, a clump of grass, or a fire hy-

drant, let them. Remember, some of the things that we might 

consider unsavory, like poop or pee, are very interesting to 

our dogs. Let dogs smell whatever they want, even if it seems 

disgusting; pee and poop are especially important because 

they contain a great deal of canine-relevant information. 

Indeed, regardless of the apparent reason, when a dog re-

sists our prodding and insists on sniffing, they’re clearly tell-

ing us they’ve found something highly salient to them. In the 

context of animal behavior, the “salience” of a stimulus is the 

extent to which it stands out among other stimuli; the more 

salient, the more prominent or important the stimulus.

THE IMPORTANCE OF PEE-MAIL
For dogs, peeing is like leaving Post-it Notes around the 

neighborhood for other dogs to read, and sniffing pee spots 

is like reading the notes left behind by other dogs. Dogs like 

to smell the urine of other dogs, and they like to pee on all 

sorts of things, including on top of the urine of other dogs. 

This is called overmarking, and dogs may do it to cover up 

the scent of other dogs or to highlight their own scent. Urine 

is an extremely important tool that allows dogs to talk with 

one another about who was there and when, who’s in heat, 

and perhaps how they are feeling. It’s also possible that dogs 

recognize one another via urine, but research confirming 

this is not yet available. This is another reason not to expect 
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your dog to pee once and be done. When dogs pee a little bit 

here, there, and everywhere, they aren’t being indecisive; they 

might be leaving messages. 

It was long believed that dogs marked their own territory 

when they peed, so that peeing on something meant: “This is 

mine; this is my turf. Be aware and stay out.” However, we’ve 

learned that peeing has a much broader set of meanings for 

dogs. Some urinating may be territorial, but much of it is not. 

Sometimes dogs pee because they want to mask the odor of 

another dog’s urine or be sure their scent is the one that oth-

ers detect. And of course, sometimes dogs pee simply because 

they need to go.

We also know that dogs find the urine of other dogs  

more interesting than their own urine, and they will spend 

more time investigating a urine spot made by another dog 

than urine they left themselves.9 Dogs often get so into sniff-

ing urine it’s impossible to get their attention; even a tasty 

treat won’t work. Marc’s dog Jethro earned the nickname 

Hoover because of his tendency to vacuum up the whiff of 

potent pee. 

Dogs and their wild relatives will occasionally lift a leg 

without depositing any noticeable urine. This is called “dry 

marking.” It isn’t clear exactly why dogs dry mark, but Marc 

has hypothesized that leg lifting might be a visual signal that 

tells other dogs that pee was deposited, even when it wasn’t. 

In this way, pee can be saved for when it is most needed. It’s 

not uncommon to see dry marking followed by leg lifting and 

peeing within a few seconds, so in fact, the dog is not out 

of urine. Marc and his students showed that dogs dry mark 



Smell     47

more often when there are other dogs around who can see 

them, indicating this might be a visual display.10 

Dogs also often scratch the ground after peeing or poop-

ing. Dogs have scent glands in their paws, and when they 

scratch, they might be trying to send an olfactory message 

to other dogs by spreading the scent from their paws or  

by sharing the odor of the pee or poop they deposited.  

Scratching also leaves a visual mark on the ground. Ground 

scratching could be yet another form of social communica-

tion, and taken together, peeing, pooping, and ground scratch-

ing are a good example of how dogs may use composite signals 

to enhance their messages to other dogs, by using both olfac-

tory and visual components. In other words, let your dog finish 

their message — give them time to scratch after they have peed 

or pooped — before continuing your walk.

LET ’EM ROLL 
As offensive as it may be to us, the prospect of rolling on a 

pile of freshly mowed grass, a half-dried fish carcass, cow or 

elk feces, or some other nasty thing is very appealing to a dog. 

This is part of their natural behavioral repertoire and some-

thing their wild relatives also do. 

Why do dogs roll in stinky stuff ? We really don’t know. 

They may be masking their own odor, or they may be mak-

ing a statement about themselves by parading around with a 

strong or different odor. Whatever the reason, this is a behav-

ior that dogs are motivated to perform, so we should let them 

do it, at least occasionally. Of course, this is one behavior that 

might need to be constrained at times, since most of us will 
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want our smelly friends to have a good warm bath before re-

entering the house, and we may not have time (and excessive 

bathing is hard on dogs’ skin). Since your dog likely won’t as-

sociate rolling in stink with the inevitable bath that follows at 

home, don’t expect the bath to serve as a lesson for the future.

PROTECT THEIR SCENT IDENTITY:  
AVOID DOG PERFUMES  

AND DEODORANTS 
An advertisement for Petco reads, “Keep your pup smelling 

delicious between baths with Petco’s selection of dog per-

fumes, colognes, and deodorant sprays.” But Jessica’s dog 

Bella would be the first to tell you that she really doesn’t like 

to smell like cherry or tea tree. She would much rather smell 

like Bella. A dog’s scent is their identity. We may not be aware 

of our own odor, but dogs are most certainly tuned in to their 

own scent profile (and to ours). So, in the spirit of allowing 

dogs to be dogs, let your dog smell like a dog. 

Groomers often use heavily scented shampoos and con-

ditioners to make a dog smell “nice,” which means that they 

carry or exude an odor that we like. Nobody really knows 

whether these strong artificial smells are aversive to dogs, 

but it’s likely, given the sensitivity of dogs’ noses. Odors are 

powerful triggers for people, and we aren’t remotely as smell- 

oriented as dogs. 

Because dogs communicate with one another through 

odor, changing their smell by washing it off or covering it 

up with perfumes will likely make communication with other 

dogs more challenging. 

One very important thing to consider in trying to create 
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a comfortable home environment for our dogs is to think 

broadly about odors. We might find comfort in scented 

sheets, whereas dogs likely prefer bedding that smells familiar 

and doggy. When we leave dogs alone for the day, they might 

be comforted to be surrounded by odors that relax them, 

which means their own doggy odors and those of their favor-

ite humans or of other pets in the home. 

This is something to remember when or if you move to 

a new home, take a dog on vacation, leave your dog at home 

with a friendly dog-sitter, or take your dog to their favorite 

canine B&B (when they can’t join you on a trip): Bring along 

a favorite dirty pillow or stinky stuffed toy — something with 

odors that will be familiar — to help your dog feel more at 

ease and less anxious.

AVOID OLFACTORY OVERLOAD
Because of their olfactory sensitivity, it’s reasonable to ask if 

dogs can overdose on too many odors coming in at the same 

time or one after another. We know that dogs find all sorts of 

smells stimulating, but can they overindulge and suffer from 

too much of a good thing? 

While it may be hard to imagine, dogs can suffer from 

sensory overstimulation that compromises their well-being. 

Being exposed to a strong odor for an extended period or 

being continuously bombarded with the same odor may lead 

to a feeling of sensory overload. Dogs, when their noses are 

full of a strong smell, may also be unable to recognize other 

odors that may be important to them. These may be odors 

signaling danger or telling them that a none-too-friendly 

dog is around. When there’s too much background noise, we 

can’t hear other people talk and we can’t hear ourselves think. 
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Strong smells may be like irritating background noise to  

our dogs.

As of now, there has been no research into whether dogs 

find strong odors aversive or whether odors can compro-

mise their well-being. But it is worth thinking about. Power- 

ful body perfumes, strong disinfectants, heavily scented  

candles, or spray air fresheners might essentially be nasal as-

saults on our dogs (and often, when overdone, on humans as 

well). Does this mean that you should never wear perfume 

or cologne if you live with a dog? Never burn incense? Never 

douse the dog bed with Febreze? No, it doesn’t, but your dog 

will likely appreciate it if you show restraint, and it might 

be a good idea to skip the Febreze. Dogs are already awash 

in artificial scents, from the laundry detergent we use to the 

formaldehyde in our carpets and furniture to the mint in our 

toothpaste. Dogs trying to live in a human-dominated world 

have their senses assaulted every second of the day, and we can 

help by giving them a break from too many strong, artificial  

scents. 

People who work with dogs are already thinking about 

these things. For example, aware that the strong smells of 

chlorine and other disinfectants are aversive to many dogs, 

veterinary clinics (following the “fear free” model devel-

oped by Dr. Marty Becker) are using cleaners, such as hydro-

gen peroxide, that don’t have a strong chemical odor. These 

cleaners are also designed to reduce the fear pheromones 

left behind by other dogs who have visited the clinic.11 Some 

veterinarians, trainers, shelters, and researchers are also ex-

perimenting with aromas that dogs find calming, such as  

lavender.12
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BUTTS: A CRITICAL CANINE  
COMMUNICATION CENTER

One behavior in which many dogs love to engage is butt sniff-

ing. It may be mysterious to us — the siren call of the anal 

area — but this is undoubtedly a strong motivator for our 

dogs. To us, all dog butts may look (and smell) pretty much 

the same, but to our dogs, certain hind ends create a special 

buzz and require closer inspection. 

Why is butt sniffing important for dogs? We really don’t 

know much from formal studies, but it’s likely that dogs gain 

information about individual identity — Joey smells like this, 

Lela smells like that. It’s also possible they gather informa-

tion about gender or about the reproductive state of the dog 

they’re sniffing. While a dog’s nose is traveling around the 

butt region, they’re also picking up information from the anal 

glands that might tell them something about the other dog’s 

emotional state, such as whether they’re afraid or stressed 

out. All in all, though we find it rather uncomfortable and 

awkward, the entire anal area is a critical canine communica-

tion center, and we need to honor this doggy fact.

Human groins also are a part of the dog’s olfactory land-

scape. We all know that dogs have a tendency to stick their 

noses into human groins, much to our own embarrassment. 

Groining dogs are not perverts; they’re detectives. A human’s 

groin is a cocktail of interesting and information-rich odors. 

From a dog’s perspective, sticking a nose into someone’s groin 

is not rude; rather, it’s a normal part of saying hello, gather-

ing information, and exchanging pleasantries. While we can 
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teach our dog not to do this to strangers, we also shouldn’t get 

our knickers into a knot if and when they do. 

BURPS, GAS, AND DOGGY BREATH
We often laugh when a dog burps, but other than the sound 

effect, burps are not usually all that offensive. On some oc-

casions, burps might serve a social function. Marc’s friend 

Marije terEllen tells him that Benson, a five-year-old Bernese 

mountain dog, likes to come up to her, face-to-face, look her 

in the eyes, and burp. He seems to get a kick out of doing it, 

and he doesn’t burp at other times. Is this his way of saying 

“hello” or “I love you”? Or is he just poking fun at his human? 

Marije insists that Benson is not mimicking her or her daugh-

ter, Arianne.

Like burps, farts are normal. Some people think dogs like 

to fart, but this isn’t really known and there’s no reason to 

think so, or not any more than we do. Some find dog farts 

gross, and some use dogs as scapegoats for their own indis-

cretions, but the bottom line is that all dogs fart. Sometimes 

a dog will seem surprised when passing gas or will “admit” 

to a fart, such as by turning around and looking curiously at 

their own butt or perhaps by leaving the room. Usually, dogs 

simply proceed as if nothing happened. And that’s what we 

should do, too. A dog shouldn’t be punished for farting, such 

as by scolding and banishing the dog to the backyard. This 

won’t be understood by the dog and will seem arbitrary. 

That said, excessive flatulence or burping can also be a 

sign of a serious medical problem and isn’t a laughing matter. 

Know what’s normal for your dog and what isn’t. Farting is 

often a sign of gastrointestinal upset: It may indicate that a 
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change in diet or a certain food isn’t agreeing with the dog’s 

stomach; it might indicate a GI illness, such as inflammatory 

bowel disease, or food allergies. As dogs age, they often be-

come more flatulent because they begin to lose muscle tone 

and control in their sphincter (something that also happens 

to people as they age). Jessica’s fifteen-year-old dog Maya is 

pretty much constantly farting, and Jessica can always tell 

what room Maya is in just by smell. 

Dog breath is another source of amusing complaints for 

us, and as if in on the joke, dogs seem to love to get up close 

and personal and breathe right into our faces. Generally, 

adult dogs have worse breath than puppies; the somewhat 

distinct and sweet smell of “puppy breath” is related to a lack 

of bacteria in the mouth. When adult teeth start coming in, 

the lovely scent of puppy breath disappears and is replaced 

by plain old dog breath. Some level of bad breath is normal 

for a dog, but particularly smelly breath is another warning 

sign that something might be wrong. Tooth decay, gingivitis, 

infected teeth, and other serious medical conditions can lead 

to bad breath. If you notice a change in your dog’s breath, and 

if it smells especially foul, your dog should be checked out by 

a veterinarian. 

One of the biggest favors you can do for your dog is 

to take care of his or her teeth by creating a habit (at least 

weekly) of tooth brushing. Few dogs enjoy having their teeth 

brushed, but if you start when a dog is a puppy and make the 

experience fun, it helps establish a routine. Flavored tooth-

pastes and lots of treats and praise can help make the brush-

ing experience a positive one. Your dog can enjoy a healthy set 

of teeth and gums, and you will be rewarded with reasonably 

tolerable dog breath.
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Taste

A dog’s sense of taste is far less sensitive than our own. 

Dogs only have around 1,700 taste buds, whereas we 

have about 9,000. Humans can taste all five flavors: 

salty, sweet, sour, bitter, and umami (savory). Dogs (as far as 

we know) taste only salty, sweet, sour, and bitter. It’s inter-

esting to note how much variation there is in how well and 

what sorts of things animals can taste. For example, pigs have 

a more sensitive sense of taste than we do, possessing about 

14,000 taste buds. Chickens have only about 30 taste buds, 

while cats have around 470. During their evolution, cats lost 

the gene that detects sweet flavors. 

Taste is an evolutionary adaptation for assessing whether 

something is edible, although the definition of “edible” clearly 

varies between dogs and humans. If you’ve ever watched dogs 

eat, you may wonder whether they taste anything at all as 

they vacuum down snacks and meals, chomping and spray-

ing food far and wide. Although the table or bowl manners 

of many dogs are appalling by human standards of etiquette, 

they certainly enjoy what makes it into their mouths. 
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Dogs show remarkable variability in their tastes for dif-

ferent foods. Jessica’s two dogs, Bella and Maya, are nothing 

alike. Bella has a wide palate and will eat carrots, peas, apples, 

raspberries, and nearly every other food offered to her. Maya 

dislikes fruits and vegetables and will carefully pick them out 

of Jessica’s offerings, even if they’re hidden under thick gravy. 

Marc’s dog Jethro was the consummate omnivore, refusing 

just about nothing: He ate everything he was offered or that 

he discovered on the floor, on a counter, or outdoors while 

on the prowl. One of his nicknames was Leadbelly. On the 

other hand, Marc’s dog Inuk was a disturbingly picky eater 

who would stick his nose up even when offered a patty of 

wet dog food laced with ketchup — something Jethro would 

instantaneously inhale without a snort. Variety is the spice of 

life. Indeed, dogs may enjoy, as we do, experiencing a vari-

ety of taste sensations. Who wants to eat the same stuff every 

day? That’s boring.

LET THEM EAT PASTA
Dog advice columns often decry giving dogs “people food,” 

but there is no scientific evidence that the foods we eat are nec-

essarily bad for dogs — or at least, no more bad for them than 

they sometimes are for us. Indeed, this distinction between 

people food and dog food is more of a marketing gimmick 

than anything else. Dogs coevolved with humans in part by 

eating our leftovers and throwaways. Claims that foods such 

as bread and pasta are bad for dogs don’t have any scientific 

backing. Setting aside food that is unhealthy for anyone or 

poisonous, most of the foods we eat seem acceptable for dogs 
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to eat (however, see the list of cautionary foods below). Fur-

ther, it’s downright absurd to throw away leftover meat from 

our own dinners and then open a can of “chunk of beef” for a 

dog’s nightly meal. This not only wastes food but is probably 

less healthy for the dog. Like all processed foods, canned dog 

food is usually of inferior quality and probably not nearly as 

satisfying as fresh or freshly cooked steak will be.1 

When it comes to diet, some people often compare dogs 

with their wolf ancestors. Advertisements for dog food may 

tout something along the lines of “Feed the wolf in your dog” 

or “Dogs evolved, but their instincts remain.” One of Maya’s 

favorite treats is called My Little Wolf (Turkey Bliss flavor). 

However cute as advertising, these sorts of comparisons can 

be fraught with error when it comes to actual feeding advice. 

For one, very few modern dogs exercise or engage in wolf-

like behavior patterns and activities, which require a high- 

caloric intake. In addition, dogs and wolves may no longer 

have identical nutritional needs. For example, researchers 

recently uncovered an interesting genetic difference between 

dogs and wolves, namely, that dogs appear to have a greater 

ability to digest starches. The wolf genome has only two cop-

ies of the gene alpha-amylase 2B (AMY2B), which helps with 

the processing of starch in the pancreas, while dogs have 

somewhere between four and thirty copies of this gene.2 

When it comes to diet, treating dogs like wolves doesn’t make 

biological or nutritional sense. 

The truth is, there is still much we don’t know about 

the ideal canine diet, despite the many claims we hear from 

dog food manufacturers, veterinarians, and self-proclaimed 

dog experts. Very few of these claims are backed by scientific 
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research and actual evidence, so it’s best to treat this advice 

as mostly opinion and anecdote, some of which is clearly in-

tended to sell this or that brand of dog food. Further, what’s 

most essential is to pay close attention to what your dog likes 

and dislikes and feed their fancy. 

For instance, many veterinarians recommend sticking 

with the same food and never deviating, since some dogs get 

an upset stomach if their food is switched out. Although each 

dog owner needs to know their dog’s gastrointestinal patterns, 

many dogs can happily enjoy a variety of different foods. Don’t 

be afraid to experiment, and learn from your dog. At mini-

mum, many dog food companies provide several flavors of dog 

food with the same basic nutritional profile, so even dogs with 

sensitive digestion can enjoy salmon one month and chicken 

the next, without much gastrointestinal drama. 

Obviously, dogs don’t read labels, and they will often eat 

things that are not good for them or that are dangerously poi-

sonous. It’s our responsibility to know what these foods are 

and to make sure that the foods our dogs eat are safe and 

healthy. Chocolate is a prime example, since it can be toxic 

to dogs in large quantities, and some dogs are sensitive even 

to small pieces that they may find lying around. Never leave a 

large dark-chocolate cake sitting on the counter if you have a 

counter-surfing dog! But there are less obvious trouble foods 

that we need to keep out of reach of our canine companions. 

If you are going to let your dog experiment and taste broadly 

— and you should — keep them away from foods and addi-

tives that can be harmful to them. These include chocolate, 

onions, garlic, avocados, nutmeg, grapes and raisins, maca-

damia nuts, caffeine, alcohol, marijuana, and xylitol, a sugar 
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substitute that can be found in some sugar-free foods and 

gums. Finally, as we say, remember that unhealthy processed 

meats and sweets always make an unhealthy diet. A lunch of 

hot dogs, Ho Hos, and soda isn’t healthy for us, and certainly 

not for our dogs. 

TASTING TO HELP SMELL:  
A DOG’S “SECOND NOSE” 

Dogs possess what some people refer to as a “second nose,” 

called the vomeronasal organ (VNO) or Jacobson’s organ. 

This structure has sensory neurons that detect chemicals and 

is used to enhance an odor by adding taste. The VNO is a 

group of cells within the main nasal chamber, and while the 

tongue is not part of the VNO, it is used to move chemicals 

into the VNO. So, for example, when Bella tastes the urine of 

other dogs, she’s really getting an enhanced whiff accompa-

nied by more information about who peed. The VNO is espe-

cially attuned to detect pheromones, chemicals that contain 

information important in social interactions. 

Although humans send and receive chemical signals, we 

don’t have a functional vomeronasal organ. But many other 

mammals do, and we can see it in action. For example, some 

ungulates, such as mountain sheep, taste the urine of females 

to see if they’re in heat and ready to make more sheep, and 

when they do, they often curl their lips upward in what is 

called the flehmen response. Horses and cats also make this 

funny, lip-curling, teeth-baring face, but dogs typically do not 

display the complete flehmen response like other animals.3 

However, dogs engage their VNOs in other ways. Sometimes 
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a dog’s teeth will chatter after they lick urine or some other 

strongly scented area, and they may engage in what some call 

“tonguing,” where the tongue is pressed rapidly and repeat-

edly against the roof of the mouth to help move chemicals 

into the VNO and thus help analyze a scent. 

Dogs often put their tongues into substances or onto 

places we might find objectionable or embarrassing in human 

culture, such as when dogs lick another dog’s pee. However, 

the tongue serves an important function in enhancing dogs’ 

sensory experiences, and this is yet another situation where 

we need to put aside our own cultural hang-ups about what’s 

“appropriate” and understand our dog’s behavior within the 

context of canine culture. 

EATING GROSS STUFF:  
TASTING THE WILD

A couple of years ago, when Jessica was walking Maya in 

the desert around Fruita, Colorado, Maya found a series of 

tasty discoveries: a deer femur, a dried-up cow patty, a mys-

tery morsel disguised as trash, and a who-knows-how-old 

pork rib left behind by picnickers. Jessica’s maternal instincts 

were in full swing, and she rushed after Maya, taking away 

one thing after another. Finally, Jessica’s husband, Chris, said, 

“Why don’t you just let Maya be a dog?” 

Point well taken. One of the basic canine instincts is to 

search out and find food. And a dog’s definition of food is 

not the same as ours. It extends well beyond grocery-store 

kibble. Further, the concepts of edible, palatable, and nutri-

tional are not necessarily the same. Whether or not some of 
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the nasty things that dogs decide to put in their mouths have 

nutritional value, we should let our dogs be dogs and taste the 

world around them if they wish. 

Of course, we may sometimes have to set limits for our 

own welfare. Marc remembers when his dog Moses, a giant 

malamute, joyfully feasted on cow patties and ran up to Marc 

to proudly share the odor along with some chunks that were 

spewing from his mouth. Moses was having a ball, but Marc 

stopped him because they soon were going to share a car ride 

back to Boulder, and there would be no escaping the smell. 

It won’t surprise most people that veterinarians have spe-

cific terms for behaviors related to eating gross stuff. Perhaps 

the most distasteful to us is when dogs eat the excrement of 

other animals, a behavior known as coprophagia (from the 

Greek phagein, “to eat,” and copros, “feces”). Maya particularly 

likes deer and elk poop, garnished with a little prairie dog 

poop, but goose poop is the pièce de résistance. It’s not en-

tirely clear why dogs eat poop. Veterinarian Ian Billinghurst, 

in his book Give Your Dog a Bone, describes poop eating as 

a natural part of the dogs’ scavenger lifestyle. Dogs, he says, 

“receive valuable nutrients from material that we humans 

find totally repugnant. Things like vomit, faeces, and decay-

ing flesh.” He goes on to say that feces may be highly valuable 

foods for dogs because they contain so much bacteria, serving 

as a kind of natural probiotic and adding extra bacteria to the 

gut’s microbiome.4 

Some dogs also eat their own poop or the poop of other 

dogs. Puppies are more likely than adult dogs to eat their own 

poop, and they generally outgrow the habit. Further, dogs 

seem to prefer fresh stools.5 For the most part, eating dog 
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poop won’t harm a dog, although worms and bacteria can be 

present in excrement. 

Although it is a natural behavior, coprophagia can some-

times signal an underlying medical problem, such as gastro-

intestinal upset or inadequate absorption of nutrients by the 

gut. It should be discussed with a veterinarian, especially if 

it is a behavior that develops suddenly, if it is taken to an ex-

treme, or if a dog clearly isn’t feeling well after a meal of poop.

Since we don’t really know why dogs eat poop, this is an 

area ripe for more research, but we understand why credi-

ble scientists, especially those worried about receiving tenure, 

might choose other areas of inquiry. 

Nonfood objects also can make their way into a dog’s 

mouth and then be swallowed, both accidentally and on pur-

pose. One veterinarian friend recently recounted to Jessica a 

long list of strange things he’d surgically removed from dogs’ 

stomachs, which included socks, wine corks, and a plastic Ty-

rannosaurus rex. Clearly, eating a foreign object can become 

life threatening for a dog (and expensive for an owner), since a 

dog can choke on the object, the intestinal tract can get blocked, 

or the object can tear the esophagus, intestines, or stomach. 

For example, some dogs will remove the plastic squeak-

ers from inside toys and swallow them. One morning last 

summer, a puppy friend of Jessica’s named Poppy was hap-

pily chewing on a squeaker toy. Poppy’s human looked over 

and saw that Poppy had dissected the toy and removed the 

squeaker. Just as her human reached out to take the squeaker 

away, the squeaker disappeared down Poppy’s throat. Poppy 

had to have the plastic squeaker surgically removed from her 

stomach. She now lives in a squeaker-free home.
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“Depraved appetite” (also called pica) is a behavior in 

which a dog eats dirt, stones, wood, or other nonfood objects. 

Although not entirely understood by scientists, one possi-

ble explanation for pica is that dogs may have a nutritional 

deficiency (such as in iron levels). Pica may also have a psy-

chological component and could be a response to stress. Hu-

mans, particularly young children, can also suffer from pica.

Clearly, we shouldn’t let our dogs eat anything and every-

thing. We always need to pay attention to what dogs put in 

their mouths because sometimes they don’t have good sense 

about what they should swallow. For example, the pork rib 

Maya found in Fruita was a bad idea, since cooked bones 

can splinter and cause damage to a dog’s stomach or intes-

tines. Veterinarians disagree about the safety of raw bones. 

Although some say that raw bones are a healthy way to satisfy 

a dog’s desire to chew, some worry about possible damage to 

the teeth and about E. coli and other harmful bacteria that 

can be present on raw bones or in raw meat–based foods. 

As responsible guardians, we have an impulse to protect 

our dogs from all dangers they may encounter. This is well 

intentioned, but we need to make sure we are being reason-

able in what we ask of our dogs. Use your good judgment and 

stop them from eating things you know will make them sick 

or cause them harm, but just don’t overdo it.  

ALWAYS PROVIDE FRESH WATER 
Like all mammals, dogs have taste receptors for salty, sweet, 

bitter, and sour. As far as we know, they don’t have recep-

tors for the so-called “fifth taste” of umami, which is often 
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described as savory or meaty and which appears to be linked 

to taste receptors that respond to an amino acid called gluta-

mate. Dogs may also be different from us in having the ability 

to taste water. Water is more salient to animals than we might 

have assumed, and the mammalian brain may possess spe-

cialized nerve cells that sense water (insects and amphibians 

have these nerve cells). Some researchers have even suggested 

that water is a sixth taste.6 Although not all scientists agree, 

some have argued that dogs do, indeed, have taste receptors 

for water. These receptors are located on the tip of the tongue, 

which dogs curl to lap water. This area of taste buds on the 

tongue appears to be extra sensitive after a dog has eaten salty 

or sugary food. Dog psychologist Stanley Coren suggests 

that the ability to taste water “evolved as a way for the body 

to keep internal fluids in balance after the animal has eaten 

things that will either result in more urine being passed, or 

will require more water to adequately process.”7 

Can dogs also smell water? Anecdotal evidence from dog 

owners suggests that maybe they can, and this citizen science 

can help generate more formal research into the sensory world 

of dogs. For example, in early January 2017, Marc was sitting 

outside of a coffee shop in Boulder when he made friends 

with a handsome bloodhound who happened to be walking 

by. After receiving permission from Tommy’s human, Marc 

rubbed Tommy’s shoulders as they talked about Tommy’s  

lovely disposition, his beautiful long ears, and his amazing 

nose. Then Tommy started pulling toward a water bowl he 

couldn’t have possibly seen. Tommy’s human casually re-

marked, “He can smell water.” Marc was astounded, as he had 

never thought about this possibility.
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While research continues into whether dogs taste or smell 

water, one important fact is well established: Dogs like fresh 

cool water better than warm stale water that’s been sitting in 

the bowl for days on end. This may provide a simple expla-

nation for the seemingly universal desire of all dogs to drink 

from the toilet. Since toilet water has likely been refreshed 

more recently than the water in Fido’s bowl, it tastes better. 

Although unlikely to cause major problems, toilets can have 

residues from cleaning products and can harbor bacteria. 

If you live with a dog, redirect your dog’s attention to their 

water bowl by making sure the water is fresher and tastier 

than the toilet water. 

All water isn’t the same to all dogs. It’s important to learn 

what your dog likes and dislikes. Some dogs are not very dis-

criminating about their water, whereas others have more re-

fined tastes and won’t drink from a “public” bowl. Maya, for 

example, won’t touch water that has been “polluted” by an-

other dog, such as the water bowl at the dog park or outside 

the coffee shop, no matter how thirsty she is. So, when taking 

Maya for a hike or out on errands, Jessica must make sure  

to pack clean water and a bowl for Maya. On the other hand, 

Jerome, a dog Marc knew at a local dog park, loved “the filth-

iest water he could find,” according to Jerome’s human, and 

yet, apparently, Jerome never got ill. 

While it may be obvious advice, it’s amazing how easy it 

is to forget the obvious in the hustle-bustle of a day. Do your 

dog a big favor and make sure they always have access to fresh 

water. Wash your dog’s water bowl every day, and refresh the 

water several times a day, if you can. This is a simple way to 

enhance your dog’s life. We know from our own experience 
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that there’s nothing more satisfying than a fresh, cool glass of 

water. 

Why clean the water bowl daily? First, because putting 

clean water into a rank bowl does not provide clean water 

for your dog, since the water is immediately dirtied. Second,  

the reason a dog’s water bowl gets dirty so quickly is because 

of the way dogs drink. Dogs don’t sip water like a person but 

stick their tongue into the water and create a little scoop by 

pulling the tongue backward and up. Watch a slow-motion 

video of dogs drinking — it will likely surprise you.8 The me-

chanics of how dogs lap water explains why there is so much 

drool and slobber and mess when they drink, and this intro-

duces a lot of bacteria into the water. And what provides a 

nice, friendly environment for bacteria to grow? Why, tepid 

standing water. 

This is why your dog will be happier if the water bowl is 

cleaned daily with soap and hot water and refilled regularly 

with cool water. 

LET THE DROOL FLY
Something all dog owners know, but few of us love, is dog 

drool, aka slobber. In essence, drool and slobber simply refer 

to saliva that’s no longer in the dog’s mouth but rather is col-

lecting on your pant leg, your cheek, or the floor under the 

dining room table. Saliva is perfectly normal, and so is drool. 

A dog’s salivary glands are constantly producing and excret-

ing saliva into the mouth, and this production increases when 

dogs smell or taste something enticing.9 There’s no way to 

avoid that.
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Like human saliva, dog saliva helps with eating and di-

gestion, and it’s composed of water, mucus, electrolytes, and 

enzymes. Saliva binds food together into a kind of slippery 

bolus and lubricates the mouth and the esophagus so that 

the bolus of food can go down smoothly, without damaging  

the lining of the throat. Saliva helps make dry food soluble, 

and the enzymes in saliva break down starches, which is neces-

sary to the digestive process. Perhaps counterintuitively, saliva  

also helps keep the mouth clean because it flushes away food 

debris. 

Saliva production is related to taste and touch sensations 

in the mouth and on the tongue, and it is controlled by the 

brain, which explains why certain stimuli can increase saliva 

production, for example, when a very anxious dog salivates 

during a thunderstorm. Salivating also is a way for dogs to 

cool down (through evaporation of the liquid), and excessive 

salivating can indicate a problem with overheating. 

Drooling is a reflex and not a behavior per se. Dogs can’t 

help it. So don’t get mad at your dog for prancing around 

with drool droplets hanging from their lips or for shaking 

their head and sending slobber flying all over the place. If 

you don’t mind a little drool, but don’t savor a drool shower, 

you might avoid certain breeds of dog, such as St. Bernards, 

mastiffs, bloodhounds, and Newfoundlands. Dogs of these 

breeds have loose upper lips, or “flews,” and this anatomic ab- 

normality causes them to drool a lot. 

Of course, there’s normal drool and there’s extra-heavy 

drool, which might start dripping from a dog’s jowls when 

watching someone chow down on delicious-smelling food. 

While we often laugh when dogs are drooling like Niagara 
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Falls, it’s important to know that excessive drool, or hyper-

salivation, can be a sign of a serious medical problem, such 

as periodontal disease, nausea, anxiety, oral or dental disease, 

or motion sickness. Drooling can also be caused by pain or 

injury in the mouth that keeps the dog from swallowing.  

Ptyalism is the fancy word that veterinarians use to refer to 

excessive drooling. 

Are there solutions to drool? Yes, carry around a towel or 

bib to wipe the excess. But don’t do anything drastic like buy-

ing “mouth diapers” or having surgery to reshape your dog’s 

lips. Dogs should be free to drool normally. In fact, we can 

celebrate our dogs’ special talents. November 16 is National 

Slobber Appreciation Day. Share your favorite drool pictures 

with other slobber lovers. 

All in all, drooling is something all dogs do, and it’s a 

waste of energy to get aggravated by it. Know what a “normal” 

level of drool is for your dog, and if your dog drools exces-

sively, make an appointment with a veterinarian. Otherwise, 

accept and love your dog and their drool. 

THE JOYS OF WORKING FOR FOOD
Sometimes people claim that they wish they could be a dog 

because they’d just get to lay around, sniff, drool, play, and 

have food delivered to them in a bowl. It may surprise you, 

then, to know that a life of laziness is not actually what dogs 

want or need. Research on a whole range of different animals 

shows that they’ll choose to work for their food rather than 

take a “free lunch.” This seems counterintuitive, but it’s well 

established in the scientific literature. Studies conducted in 
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the 1970s on pigeons, for example, found that they’ll con-

tinue to peck at a key to get a food reward, even if the same 

food is available for free. Researchers sometimes call this phe-

nomenon “contrafreeloading.” Contrafreeloading behavior 

has been observed in many different species, including dogs, 

mice, rats, monkeys, and chimpanzees. The glaring excep-

tions within this research have been domestic cats, who seem 

to prefer being served by their human pet.

Anyone who’s lived with more than one dog knows there 

are differences in how hard dogs will work for food. Trainers 

will often use the phrase “food motivated” to describe this 

propensity. Some dogs are willing to learn tricks or do other 

things to get food, whereas others want to be fed for just 

being alive and so darn cute. Clearly, there are individual dif-

ferences in the canine work ethic, and one aspect of knowing 

your dog and providing the best life possible is to be aware of 

individual attitudes toward hard work. Some dogs are moti-

vated to work hard because they’re industrious. Others give 

up more easily; they are what we might call “lazy.” However, 

avoid labels and judgments and simply respond to your dog’s 

individual personality. If your dog really enjoys working for 

food, keep their life interesting by asking them to do some 

work and earn it.

Researchers have noted that there are two aspects of hav-

ing to work for a reward like food. The first is called extrinsic 

motivation — the actual reward, the kibble or biscuit — and 

the second is intrinsic motivation, or the feeling of achieve-

ment individuals experience by having worked for that re-

ward. Effort or work can be intrinsically rewarding because 

it can create positive feelings in animals and humans alike. 
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The reward centers in our brains are wired to offer pleasure 

in exchange for hard effort. Just as animals may find work or 

effort rewarding, they may find lack of meaningful work or 

activity to be stressful or boring. 

Some positive stress, or what researchers call “eustress” 

(such as being asked to work for food), can be enriching, 

but it’s important to know when good stress becomes harm-

ful stress. Indeed, when too many demands are placed on 

an animal, whether these are demands for work or the de-

mands of having nothing meaningful to do, animals can slip 

into psychological depression. For instance, dogs can suffer 

from “learned helplessness,” which was first studied in de-

tail by Martin Seligman and his colleagues at the University 

of Pennsylvania. Learned helplessness refers to situations in 

which animals get to a point where they learn that nothing 

they do can get them out of a specific situation, so they give 

up. One barbaric set of studies involved the use of inescap-

able shock. After dogs and other animals were trained to do 

something to get away from the shock, the experiment was 

changed, and no matter what the animals did, they couldn’t 

avoid the shock. Another study put rats into a water tank with 

slippery sides and no means of escape. The rats would swim 

and swim and swim, but at some point, they would simply 

give up and drown. 

Referred to as “behavioral despair” tests, these are one 

of the most common models for studying depression, even 

though they also are among the most inhumane and rep-

rehensible types of research. However, what we now know 

about learned helplessness can be used to help us under-

stand the stresses under which companion dogs live when 
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they cannot remove themselves from bad situations. This can 

include chronic pain (for example, from arthritis); chronic 

boredom;10 being continually chained; being exposed to things 

that are scary, such as constant loud noise; and physical pun-

ishments, such as being yanked on a leash. 

Animals clearly need to have a sense of control over their 

own environment, and working for food offers some sense 

of control. In early studies of animal husbandry and welfare, 

farm and laboratory animals who were given control over as-

pects of their environment — such as food, water, and light, 

by being able to obtain these through pushing a lever — grew 

up to be more self-confident, more exploratory, and less anx-

ious. In short, they were emotionally healthier than animals 

forced to live under similar husbandry conditions who were 

given no control over their environment.11

Most dogs like to eat, and having them work for their 

meals or treats is a good way to challenge them and to enrich 

their lives. However, just remember that asking a dog to work 

for food is not the same thing as making a dog work for food. 

Some dog trainers insist that a dog should never get “free 

food”; for each little bite of kibble, the dog must do a trick 

or something “good.” If this works and the dog is clearly not 

overly stressed by having always to perform for food, this may 

be a reasonable approach. Be guided by your dog’s well-being, 

not a need to control them. For instance, Marc’s friend David 

used to ask his dog, Rusty, to spin around on his hind legs for 

food. Rusty clearly enjoyed doing this, but he did not have to 

do it for David’s attention or to get food. If David asked him 

to spin and Rusty said no, he got fed anyway. 

Food can be a very useful training tool. But your dog’s life 
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needs to be about more than obeying commands imposed 

by humans. There’s nothing wrong with giving a dog a treat 

between meals just to be friendly. This is what we do among 

ourselves, and it’s good for the dog and the human for the 

same reasons, since it helps to develop and maintain strong 

and positive social bonds.

Behavioral enrichments for bored dogs often center on 

food and feeding time. One way we can keep dogs entertained 

if we must be away from home for part of the day, or will be 

busy at the computer, is to get them something that takes a 

while to eat. Many different food puzzles are available at pet 

stores, and these can be great for dogs who like a challenge. 

They can also be very frustrating, so take the time to listen to 

your dog. Some ideas for homemade food challenges include 

popsicles made by freezing peanut butter or wet dog food in 

a Kong or small Tupperware or yogurt container, food-filled 

ice cubes, and frozen baby food. Search the internet for more 

ideas, and sometimes challenge your dog by hiding food and 

asking them to find it. 

OFFER FOOD IN WAYS  
THAT SUIT YOUR DOG 

What you feed your dog matters, but the ways in which food 

is offered are also important in developing and maintaining 

strong and enduring social bonds between you and your dog. 

There’s no simple rule about how dogs should be fed, 

and each dog needs to be treated as a unique individual. One 

of the things we can do, as human caretakers of our canine 

friends, is to pay attention to the vehicle that’s used to give 
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them food. It’s important to think about your dog’s shape, 

size, physical capabilities, and eating style in relation to the 

shape, size, placement, and height of the food bowl. What 

might work best to make eating pleasurable and easy for your 

dog? A few examples of frustrating situations for a dog might 

include a very hungry dog trying to eat kibble from a slick flat 

plate because the kibbles keep moving out of reach of their 

tongue; a basset hound who always comes away from dinner 

with half of the meal stuck to their ears; or a pug who must 

struggle to reach their nose down to the bottom of a very 

deep dish. For older dogs, a raised bowl can make eating more 

comfortable. Elevated food bowls are good for very large dogs 

— think about having to bend down to below your knees to 

eat your food — and shallow bowls are nice for puppies and 

short-nosed dogs. 

Some dogs certainly “wolf down” their food, and some 

people like to brag about it. However, wild animals don’t nec-

essarily do this except under certain conditions. For dogs who 

eat too quickly or gulp their food, which can make them sick, 

a slow feeder might be a good idea. Feeding by hand can be 

good for puppies because it helps build attachment and can 

help avoid competition for food, if older, bigger dogs are also 

present. Using different feeding methods can also reduce com-

petition between older dogs who prefer different feeding styles. 

HELP YOUR DOG STAY FIT AND TRIM
Freedom from overfeeding may sound totally counterintu-

itive, but too much food is unhealthy, and poor health is a 

freedom inhibitor. Being overweight can have a whole range 
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of negative health effects for dogs. It can cause inflammation, 

heart disease, arthritis, ligament and muscle injuries, breath-

ing problems, and liver disease, all of which can compromise 

a dog’s health just as they do ours. It can make it less enjoy-

able for dogs to walk, run, and play and can thus reduce the 

overall quality of life. 

It’s estimated that more than half of all dogs in the United 

States and the United Kingdom are overweight.12 Veterinari-

ans talk about the canine obesity crisis in the same dire terms 

that public health experts talk about the human obesity cri-

sis. Many consider obesity to be one of the top welfare con-

cerns for pets. It’s no coincidence that dogs and people have 

grown fat together: We and our dogs eat a lot of junk food, 

we eat more than we need, and we don’t get enough phys-

ical exercise. Overfeeding is a form of mistreatment, and it 

can have serious consequences. Jessica heard a story from her 

local shelter about a dog who was adopted and brought back 

three months later after having gained forty pounds. He had 

to become part of the foster program; he needed a tempo-

rary home where he could be given extra physical exercise 

and brought back to a healthy weight before being adopted 

by another family. 

Like humans, dogs can be both overfed and undernour-

ished at the same time. Plenty of doggy “junk food” is avail-

able, such as the Pup-Peroni, Snausages, and Pup Corn dog 

treats lining pet store shelves, smartly packaged to appeal to 

human consumers. As with humans, a little bit of junk food 

probably won’t shorten your dog’s lifespan, but no one should 

live on donuts alone. 

Think about what you put in your dog’s mouth just as 
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you would think about what you put in your child’s mouth. 

Consider the nutritional profile of your dog’s food, not just 

the price, since as a rule, you get what you pay for. A great deal 

of the so-called food on the market is garbage. That said, a 

wide range of moderately priced high-quality foods are avail-

able. Do research and talk with your veterinarian about your 

dog’s specific nutritional needs, so you can find a food that 

provides appropriate nutrition and, of course, that your dog 

enjoys. Many pet stores will allow you to return food prod-

ucts if your dog doesn’t like them, so you and your dog can 

experiment. 

Finally, if you have a dog who is a little wide around the 

belly, measure his or her food and include snacks in your 

overall calorie calculations. “Eyeballing” a half cup of kibble 

is deceptively hard — try it and see how accurate or inac-

curate you are. If you offer an overweight dog table scraps, 

feed less at mealtime or make the table scraps part of their 

meal. For dogs who are insatiable, splitting the allotted food 

for the day into several smaller meals can help keep them feel-

ing more satisfied. For example, now that Maya is a senior 

citizen, she eats four small meals a day. She has a thyroid con-

dition that makes her feel very hungry, and the time between 

meals seems very long to her. There is no rule about only 

feeding dogs once or twice a day. Just make sure to measure 

out the day’s food carefully so that you don’t feed more than 

is healthy. 

Individual dogs obviously vary in what they need and 

how they process food. If you are feeding processed kibble 

or canned food, keep in mind that the feeding instructions 

on the back of a bag of dog food won’t necessarily be exactly 
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right for your dog. The “amount to feed” guidelines given by 

dog food manufacturers are generally bloated. Their goal, 

after all, is to sell more food. 

Food and feeding also can be emotionally complicated. 

For example, the food your dog eats can affect his or her 

mood13 and some dogs are stress eaters.14 Furthermore, for 

many people and dogs, food is love. Humans use food and 

feeding to build trust and attachment with their dog. And 

dogs, for their part, are very skilled at tugging at our heart-

strings, looking longingly at us as though they are truly starv-

ing to death, even if they just ate half an hour ago. It can 

feel cruel to deprive hungry dogs of what they really want 

— namely, more food! But we don’t do dogs any favors by al-

lowing them to become overweight. Because we control their 

diet, it is our responsibility to keep them at a healthy weight.

Finally, here are two interesting research tidbits about 

food and feeding. First, Labrador retrievers have a reputation 

for being food hogs. Apparently, there is a reason for this: Labs 

have a genetic mutation that makes them exceedingly hun-

gry.15 And second, if your dog isn’t “weight compromised,” 

you could add a little fat to their diet, and it might have a 

surprising side effect: When dogs eat more fat than protein, 

their sense of smell may improve.16

CHEWING IS IMPORTANT
Dogs don’t chew only to eat. Dogs like and perhaps even need 

to chew. Puppies may chew to relieve pain from teething, and 

some dogs may chew or gnaw on a bone to clean their teeth 

or to entertain themselves. 
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Unfortunately, when dogs share our homes, some of their 

chewing behavior may be unwelcome. We may get rightfully 

upset when our dog mutilates the television remote, our new 

shoes, or our sunglasses. 

Naturally, dogs may not be able to discriminate what they 

should or shouldn’t chew. They may not be able to tell the 

difference between the stuffed dog toy bought specifically 

for them and the beloved stuffed teddy bear on a child’s bed. 

It’s best not to scold a dog for chewing on the wrong things. 

Simply redirect their behavior. Chewing, per se, is not “bad” 

behavior. It’s a totally normal and natural part of a dog’s rep-

ertoire. Just lock up the expensive shoes and put dangerous 

stuff out of reach. As with toddlers, adults are responsible for 

ensuring that dogs don’t have access to things they shouldn’t, 

and if a dog chews something forbidden, we should scold 

ourselves, not the dog.  

That said, and as with other behaviors, excessive chewing 

can indicate a problem. For example, obsessive chewing can 

be a sign of mental distress. A dog may be trying to deal with 

boredom, anxiety, or loneliness. If dogs are left home alone 

for long periods or not provided with enough stimulation, 

it can lead to stress and depression (see “The Joys of Work-

ing for Food,” above). When this is the case, it seems patently 

unfair to punish dogs for trying to adapt to these stressors 

through chewing, barking, digging, or some other “bad” be-

havior. Instead of punitive responses, dogs need our help. 

With chewing, we can often provide safe and appropriate al-

ternatives to our couch, such as Kongs, bully sticks, or Nyla- 

bones. We should also seek to address sources of underlying 
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emotional distress by making sure our dogs get ample atten-

tion, exercise, and stimulation. 

Just as people disagree about the ideal diet for dogs, 

there’s a considerable range of opinions about what makes 

an appropriate chew object for dogs. Many veterinarians ad-

vise against bones because they can break a dog’s teeth. Some 

people think bully sticks are great; others worry that they may 

carry E. coli. Some swear by rawhide, whereas others consider 

rawhide a choking risk or worry about the safety of the chem-

icals used to treat the rawhide. The best advice we can offer is 

to get educated about the options and make a well-reasoned 

choice based on your dog’s preferences, your budget, and 

what you consider a good balance between your dog’s plea-

sure and their safety. 
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Touch

Touch, like the other senses, has many facets. In this chap-

ter, we consider touch very broadly, so that it includes 

not just dogs’ physical contact with the world but also 

their interactions with their physical environment and with 

other dogs and people. 

Dogs touch the world, quite literally, when they walk, run, 

play, and sniff. Part of our exploration of touch, then, involves 

physical activity, such as going on walks, romping around a 

dog park, and riding in a car. Dogs touch noses when they 

say hello, they may touch nose-to-butt to gather information 

about one another, and they touch us when they rub against 

our legs or curl up next to us in bed. And, of course, we touch 

them when we pet, groom, and hug our canine friends. 

We know less about the canine sensory experience of touch 

than we do about their sense of smell or taste. We know little, 

for example, about how dogs perceive human touch and why 

some dogs seem to like being touched while others don’t. Does 

an aversion to touch develop during the socialization process, 

and what kinds of early experiences might lead dogs to feel 

uncomfortable rather than soothed by human touch? Why 
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do some dogs simply seem to dislike human hands? In cases 

where a dog has an aversion to being touched, this needs to be 

honored, and we should always touch dogs on their terms, not 

ours. As with human-human touching, consent is important.

Touching often accompanies close encounters between 

and among dogs, and it’s possible that it can add or detract 

from the messages that are being shared. We’ve seen a dog 

slowly walk over to a stressed dog, lie down next to her, and 

lay a paw over her back as if saying something like “all’s well” 

or “I’m here, so relax.” On occasion, dogs will groom one an-

other, and often they sleep belly to back, feeling comfortable 

as they spoon. Touching can also lead to potentially explosive 

encounters, such as when, for example, one dog roughly puts 

his feet on the back of another and gets a quick and forceful 

rebuke. If you watch dogs playing at the park, you can see just 

how unique each dog is in how they touch other dogs, other 

people (friends and strangers), and their surroundings. 

COLLARS AND LEASHES:  
THE BALANCE BETWEEN CONTROL  

AND FREEDOM
We mediate and control access to the physical and social 

worlds of our dogs quite a bit. We do this by deciding when, 

where, and for how long dogs get to be outside each day and, 

perhaps more subtly, by imposing the physical constraints of 

collars and leashes, which guide the speed and direction of a 

dog’s movements. These tools of control are often necessary, 

but we should remain alert to the diverse ways in which they 

can inhibit a dog’s freedoms and the ways these devices can 
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themselves be harmful. Our goal should be to use these tools to 

facilitate access to a wide variety of positive physical and social 

experiences and to allow our dogs as much agency as possible.

Let’s consider collars first, as they make direct contact with 

a dog’s neck. Many different types are available, and the type 

of collar makes a difference to a dog. Flat collars are by far the 

most common. They are what most dogs wear around their 

necks with ID tags attached. Flat collars can be okay for walk-

ing with dogs who never pull and don’t unexpectedly try to 

chase or bolt when on leash. But it is a rare dog who never 

jerks or pulls. A dog’s neck is delicate and can be injured by 

violent jerks on a neck collar and even, presumably, by sus-

tained hard pulling. Most of us have seen dogs straining so 

hard against their collar in their excitement to move forward 

that they can hardly breathe and sound a bit like Darth Vader. 

For this reason, more and more trainers and veterinarians are 

recommending that a dog be walked or run on a chest harness.

Choke collars and collars with sharp prongs, which are 

designed to make pulling painful, can also do serious damage 

if not used with extreme caution and under carefully con-

trolled conditions. Many trainers advise against these types 

of collars altogether, in part because the risk of injury to dogs 

is significant. Contrary to popular belief, dogs don’t have re-

ally thick skin on their necks, nor does their fur protect them 

from pressure on the neck. The San Francisco SPCA’s website 

points out that the skin on a human’s neck is ten to fifteen 

cells thick, whereas the skin on a dog’s neck is only three to 

five cells thick. “So,” they write, “if you think wearing a prong 

collar would hurt, imagine how your dog feels.”1 Along these 

lines, Dr. Zazie Todd, who runs the Companion Animal 
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Psychology website, notes, “We tend to think that since dogs 

have fur they must be more protected from these things than 

us with just our skin. But a dog’s neck is a very sensitive area. 

If you think about the anatomy of the neck, it contains essen-

tial things like the windpipe. Applying pressure to the wind-

pipe is not good for any dog, but can be especially serious in 

brachycephalic dogs that already struggle to breathe.”2 Prong 

and choke collars are typically placed on dogs with serious 

pulling issues. Many dogs will still pull, despite the discom-

fort, and are at risk of injury to their necks. Chest harnesses 

that clip in the front are thought to be a better choice for 

hard-pulling dogs, since dogs generally dislike the sensation 

of being pulled to one side. 

Shock collars that allow a human to administer an elec-

tric shock to a dog’s neck from a remote controller are widely 

considered problematic and are coming under increasing 

scrutiny by veterinarians, animal protection activists, and 

trainers. Especially as “e-collars” become increasingly cheaper 

and more available in pet stores and online, the concern is 

that dog owners will use these collars without sufficient back-

ground in dog training techniques or dog behavior, and so 

these collars will be used in ill-advised and harmful ways. In 

the hands of novice users, these collars are very bad news for 

dogs, though arguably, shock collars are bad news for dogs 

no matter what. In February 2018, Scotland announced a ban 

on the use of electric shock collars, citing concerns about the 

wide availability of these devices and the growing consensus 

that use of these collars is both ineffective and cruel.3 Scot-

land joins a growing list of countries — which includes Ger-

many, Norway, Sweden, Austria, Slovenia, Switzerland, Wales, 
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and some states and territories in Australia — where the use 

of shock collars has been banned. We hope more will follow.

Collars and leashes are usually used together, since most 

collars can be attached to some sort of leash. One of the com-

promises dogs make to live in human environments centers 

on this tether, and to one degree or another, the leash will 

probably remain an enduring aspect of the human-canine 

relationship. In fact, leashes may have always been part of 

this relationship, though we may wistfully long for a previ-

ous time when dogs were allowed more freedom to run, and 

leash laws and ordinances were a thing of the future. In one of 

the earliest cave engravings depicting dogs, found by archae-

ologists in a sandstone cliff in the Arabian desert and likely 

dating back about eight thousand years, a hunter with thir-

teen dogs holds his bow drawn and ready. Two of the dogs 

in this engraved image have a thin line running from their 

neck to the waist of the hunter, representing what appear to 

be leashes and suggesting that humans trained hunting dogs 

much earlier than previously thought. Archaeologists aren’t 

sure whether the thin lines depict an actual rope or leash or 

are merely symbolic of the bond between hunter and dog.4  

Ultimately, a leash is simply a tool, a kind of umbilical 

cord between human and dog that can be used well or poorly. 

Used well, it gives dogs access to their world and can be a 

critically important freedom enhancer. Without leashes, dogs 

wouldn’t be able to go many places with us. Used poorly, the 

leash can become a source of severe physical and sensory 

deprivation and harm. We need to be responsive to what’s 

happening on both ends of the leash, and a walk should in-

volve ongoing negotiations and mutual tolerance between 
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dog and human. Leash pulling is certainly one of the most 

frequent points of contention between human and dog, and 

it may be one reason that many dogs don’t get walked: It can 

become a real headache for someone to try to walk a dog who 

constantly tugs and pulls and strains. Walking on a leash is 

not a natural behavior for a dog, and indeed it goes against 

their natural instincts to run and explore. This is why we 

often need to devote considerable time and attention to train-

ing dogs how to walk nicely when on lead. This leash training 

is extremely important for puppies, but even adult dogs who 

haven’t been properly schooled in polite leash walking can 

learn to accommodate their human. For their part, humans 

will be well rewarded for time spent helping their dog under-

stand the how and why of leashes with many happy miles of 

walking together as a team. 

WALKING THE DOG: ON EXERCISE,  
SHARED TIME, AND POWER STRUGGLES
For humans who live with dogs, walking is both good exercise 

and a good way to develop and maintain strong social bonds 

with their canine companion. Yet it can also become a power 

struggle with negative consequences for both.5 When such a 

struggle ensues, it’s usually the dog who gets the short end of 

the leash. 

People often want to know how much physical and sen-

sory exercise a dog needs each day, as if one could write a pre-

scription: “Walk dog 30 minutes a day, morning and evening, 

x 7.” While it’s a good question, unfortunately there’s no gold 

standard for how much walking a dog needs because this will 
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be different for every dog and at every life stage. Puppies typ-

ically need a lot of play and exercise time, but they shouldn’t 

be walked or run excessively, since their muscles, tendons, 

and bones are developing. Older dogs still need to stay active, 

and it’s extremely important for them to get exercise that’s 

appropriate for them. Of course, as they age, some dogs may 

need shorter and easier walks, with perhaps even more time 

for sniffing, and it’s wrong-headed to assume that older dogs 

don’t have much zest for life or don’t need any walks. 

Obviously, dogs need physical exercise, but there are lim-

its. Yes, too much of a good thing can be harmful. We both 

live in Boulder County, an area with an extremely high census 

of superathletes. You can see their wiry, sweaty bodies roll-

ing into the coffee shops on weekend mornings, just having 

completed a swim or a bike ride, followed by a ten- or fifteen- 

mile trail run with their dog. Dogs love to run, and some 

might enjoy a fifteen-mile run, but our canine companions 

want to make us happy and will often continue running or 

hiking well beyond what is comfortable for them. We need 

to set safe limits and pay close attention to what works for 

them. There’s no shame if a dog balks at a long hike or run 

and simply wants to rest. If a dog with their behavior tells us, 

“Honey, not today. I’m tired,” we should respect this request.

Notwithstanding the overexercised dogs of Boulder’s su-

perathletes, one generalization is safe: Most pet dogs don’t get 

enough exercise and don’t get to spend adequate time out-

side of their homes and yards exploring the world. A com-

mon figure thrown around by dog trainers is that an hour 

of exercise in the morning and an hour in the afternoon or 

evening is a good goal. Yet very few dogs are lucky to get this 
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much walking or running time. A recent survey of dog own-

ers in the United Kingdom, for example, found that, on av-

erage every day, 20 percent of dogs are walked for an hour,  

43 percent of dogs are walked for thirty-one to fifty-nine 

minutes, 34 percent are walked for eleven to thirty minutes, 

and 3 percent are walked ten minutes or less. These percent-

ages only refer to dogs who actually get walked. Believe it or 

not, the survey found that about ninety-three thousand dogs 

in Britain are never walked at all, ever.6 

However, for many people, sharing your life with a dog 

means taking some sort of daily walk, and this often becomes 

a set routine: same time, same place, same route. That said, 

despite this sense of routine, the walk itself can be many 

things, and each day it can be something different. There’s 

always far more going on than simply snapping on a leash 

and heading out the door. Sometimes we may treat the dog 

walk as a necessary chore, and sometimes as a chance to get 

some exercise ourselves. Sometimes we hurry our dog to do 

their business quickly, and sometimes we let them linger. 

Sometimes we may walk with our dog, treating the activity as 

sacred time together and a chance to enjoy each other while 

enjoying nature. Other times we may only walk for our dog, 

letting our dog do whatever they want while we daydream, 

send texts, talk to friends, and are mentally elsewhere. 

How we view a dog walk may suggest certain things about 

how we perceive our relationship with our dog. For instance, 

consider for a moment these questions: Who is the walk for? 

Is it for our daily exercise or the dog’s? And what is the walk 

for? Is it intended to get somewhere, to get out into nature, to 

poop, to let the dog experience dogness by sniffing wherever 
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they choose? Whatever our perspective, the walk is an arena 

where the power relations between a dog and their human 

companion are negotiated. As an example, the tightness of 

a dog’s leash during a walk may tell us something about that 

particular human-dog relationship in that moment. A slack 

leash may indicate that human and dog are walking in har-

mony, whereas a tight leash may suggest conflicting “agen-

cies,” that is, conflicting ideas about where the walk should 

go, how quickly they should be moving, and who is leading 

the way — in other words, who’s controlling whom. 

Thomas Fletcher and Louise Platt, two researchers work-

ing in the field of animal geography, have recently published 

an interesting study, “(Just) a Walk with the Dog? Animal 

Geographies and Negotiating Walking Spaces.”7 They suggest 

that a dog walk is far more than it first appears: It’s a complex 

activity in which the personalities of both the dog walker and 

the dog are brought into play, and where the two are involved 

in a complex negotiation and even, at times, a power struggle. 

Walking, Fletcher and Platt write, is both an expression of the 

human-animal bond and a key activity through which that 

bond can be either strengthened or potentially weakened. 

For their research, Fletcher and Platt conducted in-depth 

interviews with people in northern England who regularly walk 

dogs. Most of the dog walkers they interviewed felt a strong 

commitment to “listen” to their dogs, and they thought that the 

walk was an opportunity to allow dogs a degree of agency and 

freedom. Dogs were seen not as objects to be moved around by 

their owners but as agents and companions in the walk. The 

walk, including its timing, length, and location, was chosen 

based on what the respondents felt best suited the needs of the 
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dog. Most of the respondents spoke of the walk as essential for 

their dog’s health and well-being, and they believed that two 

walks a day of thirty minutes were sufficient. Although most 

respondents spoke of the walk as something they were obli-

gated to provide as a part of responsible caregiving, they also 

viewed walking with their dog as something they wanted to do 

and enjoyed. As Fletcher and Platt note, this contrasts with the 

general tone of the literature on dog care, which tends to frame 

dog walking as an unpleasant chore.

Fletcher and Platt also found that people perceive their 

dogs to have subjective experiences, to feel emotions, and that 

the walk is about making dogs happy. “There was widespread 

belief,” they write, “that dogs are happiest when out in the 

open, and it is here that they are able to best demonstrate 

their ‘dogness.’” For example, dog owner Jane spoke about 

walking her dog, Copper:

One of the biggest joys for us is when one of us 

stands at one part of the field and the other, and he 

just runs. And we’ve managed to time him. He does 

thirty miles an hour. And he looks like a cheetah, he 

looks like a wild animal. And it just makes your heart, 

I mean, I feel a physical change in my body when I 

watch him run, which has never been created by any-

thing else, really.

Again and again in their interviews, Fletcher and Platt 

found people referring to the individual characteristics of 

their dog, listening to their dog’s unique preferences, and ex-

pressing a commitment to making space for their animal’s 

agency. This is the ideal we suggest striving for: Treat the walk 
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as a way to help dogs be dogs within the constraints of human 

environments — to take them to wild places and to give them 

space to run, sniff, chase, roll, mark, and interact with other 

dogs and people (or not, as they prefer).

However, just as a walk can be a way for dog and human 

to share experiences and strengthen their bond, a walk can 

also be a time of anxiety, stress, power struggles, and unpleas-

ant interaction. Stress can arise between dog and human, 

which can be expressed through what we might perceive as 

“bad behavior” on the part of the dog: lunging at other dogs 

or at people, barking and growling, acting distressed or ob-

noxious, pulling hard on the leash. When a walk becomes a 

power struggle, with the dog pulling one way and the human 

pulling the other, no one really enjoys the experience. 

When this happens, our advice is to ease up on the leash 

and negotiate a peace settlement. Recognize that there may 

be conflicting agendas, and take some time to reflect on what 

you want from the walk versus what your dog, through their 

behavior, is telling you they want. When there is regular con-

flict, before you head out the door, try to adjust your goals 

and expectations so that the walk satisfies both of your needs 

as much as possible. This will help make sure that walking 

the dog strengthens your bond and gives you both the most 

enjoyment possible. 

UNLEASH YOUR DOG:  
GIVE AMPLE OFF-LEASH TIME

While leashes can be a meaningful symbol of the human- 

canine connection — both tethered together, body and soul 
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— leashes are also, in their literal form, one of the most im-

portant constraints we place on our dogs’ freedom. The leash 

restricts a dog’s movement and reach, their pace and speed, 

to what their human prefers or demands. There are places we 

don’t want dogs to go, things we don’t want them to touch or 

bite, and places they shouldn’t dig. The leash is also meant to 

restrict a dog’s ability to engage in social interactions, whether 

with other dogs or people. We don’t want to allow dogs free 

access to others when that encounter might be unwelcome, 

inconvenient, or otherwise undesired and unasked for. 

Thus, off-leash time provides dogs with a rare opportu-

nity — the freedom to explore the world at will, physically, 

mentally, and socially. We recommend trying to find places 

where your dog can run free every day on their own terms. If 

this isn’t possible, make certain days their days and do your 

best to accommodate their needs. 

A prerequisite of giving a dog off-leash time is adequate 

and appropriate training. Dogs need to know when and how 

to return to their human to be safely allowed off leash; in 

some cases, this is a legal requirement. Many of the hiking 

areas in Boulder County, for example, have “voice-and-sight” 

regulations: Your dog must come when you call and must al-

ways remain within your sight, or else you can be charged a 

fine and will be given a stern lecture by a ranger. The purpose 

of voice-and-sight regulations is to balance and accommo-

date the needs and well-being of everyone who shares the 

mountains: wildlife, Boulder residents, and other dogs. De-

spite the fantastic off-leash possibilities near Boulder, we see 

many dogs who are never unclipped. One of the most com-

mon things we both hear is, “Oh, Buddy would love to be able 
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to run free, but I can’t let him. He won’t come back.” A dog’s 

freedom is directly related to how much time and energy their 

human is willing to devote to training. It’s unfortunate when 

a dog is denied the opportunity to be off leash simply because 

their human is unwilling to dedicate this time.

That said, it’s also the case that some dogs simply have 

difficulty with recall, no matter how much their human guard-

ians work to improve their recall skills. Some dogs have a very 

strong prey drive, some have difficulty focusing attention, 

and some are just downright stubborn (often like their hu-

mans). For these dogs, a leash may always be necessary when 

out in the world. When this is the case, and in general, con-

sider other options to allow off-leash freedom, as well as to 

increase a dog’s range of choices and thus their own sense of 

self-determination. For instance, if you have a fenced yard, 

consider installing a dog door. This is a great enhancement 

that expands a dog’s environmental milieu. They can choose 

to relieve themselves on their own schedule instead of having 

to wait to be let out, and they can be outside, breathe fresh air, 

and watch and listen for other animals. 

Another opportunity for off-leash time, of course, is the 

dog park. Dog parks can be great places for dogs. Dogs can 

run free, interact with other dogs and humans, and play. Dog 

parks are the fastest-growing part of city parks.8 In 2010, there 

were 569 off-leash dog parks in the hundred largest US cities, 

a 34 percent jump in five years, while overall parks increased 

only 3 percent.9 Some dog parks also are making accommo-

dations for special-needs individuals, and some cities are 

offering places for dogs and humans to interact that are in 

between homes and dog parks.10
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Like so many other things, the appropriateness of a dog 

park depends on the dog, the park, the humans who frequent 

it, and all of these combined. Dog parks can be very stress-

ful for some dogs, and each dog park develops its own per-

sonality, one defined by its particular population, much like 

human neighborhoods. Plus, some dogs find dog parks over-

stimulating or scary, so listen to your dog. Bella doesn’t really 

like the dog park unless it is empty, in which case she en-

joys sniffing here and there. Jethro loved dog parks and loved  

everyone he met there, human and nonhuman. Maya likes 

to go into the park, but there is one dog she dislikes in her 

neighborhood and who shares her feelings. They have come 

very close to getting in a fight, so Jessica doesn’t take Maya 

into the park if “the enemy” is there. As with so many other 

topics, listen to and get to know your dog, and then honor 

their likes, dislikes, and choices.

Dogs are highly social, group-living animals, yet they’re 

rarely allowed to engage in group activities (like play) that 

aren’t contrived and controlled, since their social interactions 

are often constrained by leashes, fences, and humans. As such, 

it’s difficult to know the importance of giving individual dogs 

the opportunity to interact with groups of other dogs, partic-

ularly groups that are stable over time. 

At least at dog parks, dogs get to interact with groups of 

dogs, though often these are not stable groups, since on any 

given day, you don’t know who will show up or if new dogs 

might arrive. Indeed, sometimes people are hesitant to allow 

their dog to romp and zoom around with dogs they don’t 

know. However, dogs can learn lessons about social etiquette 

by interacting with strange dogs, just like we can. When these 
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sorts of interactions aren’t allowed, a dog might miss out on 

meeting some important behavioral needs. More research in 

this area would surely be of interest, and it could have im-

portant practical applications that could benefit dog-dog and 

dog-human relationships. 

An example of research that bears on the social dynamics 

of groups of unleashed dogs is a study conducted by Zsuzza 

Ákos and her colleagues, who observed a group of six dogs 

belonging to the same household as they went on unleashed 

walks with their owner. The question the researchers wanted 

to explore was how a group of dogs decide the direction of 

their collective movements: Is there a leader, and how is this 

leader chosen, or is decision-making egalitarian? Research-

ers watched “leader-follower” relations and decision-making 

and tried to determine how each dog’s position in a social 

hierarchy was based on developed social networks and per-

sonality differences in the dogs. These social interactions took 

place during off-leash walking, and the study would not have 

been possible, or would have been significantly influenced, by 

the presence of leashes. The researchers write, “Groups that 

are not able to coordinate their actions and cannot reach a 

consensus on important events, such as where to go, will de-

stabilise, and individuals will lose the benefits of being part 

of a group.”11 Because leashes significantly impact group dy-

namics, further research involving groups of off-leash dogs 

(outside of dog parks) may help us better understand canine 

social dynamics.

Finally, we feel there is a desperate need for more research 

on the topics of leashes, off-leash time, and dog walking. We 

know that leashes influence dog-human and dog-dog social 
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dynamics. But we don’t know all that much about how and 

why. For instance, many people report that their otherwise 

amiable dog gets aggressive or unfriendly toward other dogs 

when on a leash. Several books have been written on what is 

called “leash reactivity,” and leash reactivity has even become 

a category of behavioral diagnosis for dogs. But we don’t have 

a good handle on why leashes trigger this behavior in some 

dogs and not others, nor about a whole range of other possi-

ble ways in which being tethered influences how dogs feel and 

how they behave. 

NURTURE YOUR DOG’S FRIENDSHIPS
One reason dogs like to go to dog parks is to touch, see, and 

sniff friends or to meet other dogs who might become future 

friends. This is a wonderful enhancement we can offer them. 

One activity that dogs love is play. In addition to freedom, 

play requires two other important ingredients, namely, fun 

and friends. And dog parks are a good place for dogs to have 

all three. Dogs show preferences for certain individuals. Marc 

knew two dogs — Sadie, a small hairy mix of lots of different 

genes, and Roxy, a lean boxer mix — who were best friends. 

When Sadie arrived at the dog park, she immediately peed 

and then checked out who was there by lifting her head and 

sniffing, and then almost invariably she ran back to the en-

trance to wait for Roxy, who, if she was already at the dog 

park, raced up to Sadie around 95 percent of the time (ac-

cording to Roxy and Sadie’s humans). Then they would play 

as if they were the only two dogs in the world.
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However, an interesting thing happened on the days 

when Roxy didn’t show. Sadie would pace along the fence line 

and look around, clearly wondering where Roxy was, even as 

other dogs came up to say hello and ask her to play. Sadie 

usually paced for around twenty seconds or so, which is all 

the time she needed to establish that Roxy was absent. At that 

point, Sadie went off and found other dogs to play with.

How did Sadie know so quickly that Roxy wasn’t there? 

We have no idea, but when Sadie chose to give up waiting and 

go find other friends with whom to romp, she was correct  

99 percent of the time; Roxy wasn’t coming. Is it safe to say 

that Sadie and Roxy were friends, and that they preferred 

to hang out and play together? Yes, it is, and their humans 

agreed. Using her senses, and perhaps even a sense of time, 

Sadie displayed an uncanny knack for identifying Roxy’s 

presence or absence. And if Roxy was missing, did Sadie ever 

let her freedom in the dog park go to waste? Never. What dog 

would ever do that? She simply went off to find other dogs, 

familiar or unfamiliar, with whom to romp. 

Playing with friends is a lot of fun because friends know 

one another’s personality and play style and can jump right in 

without having to formally ask if they want to play or to ne-

gotiate the details. When old friends aren’t present, dog parks 

allow dogs to make new friends and expand their social circle. 

A few years ago, Marc was thrilled when Alexandra Weber, 

an eighth grader at a Boulder middle school, emailed him to 

ask if he would help her with a science fair project on play in 

dogs. After enlisting her mother, Lisa, and her younger sister, 

Sophia, to become her field assistants, Alexandra and Marc 
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decided to focus on the question of whether familiar dogs 

play differently than unfamiliar dogs. Alexandra thought that 

simple question had been studied extensively, but it hasn’t. 

There are tidbits of ideas scattered about in the research, but 

no one has really studied this question in depth. Concern-

ing this topic, dog trainer Patricia McConnell had previously 

written, “My observations suggest that dogs who are less fa-

miliar tend to play bow more to each other than familiar dogs 

do.”12 This might be because they must tell the unfamiliar dog 

what they want to do, since they don’t know one another’s 

style of playing and it could be risky to jump right in. How-

ever, we don’t know if that really is so. 

In Alexandra’s study, which is an excellent example of cit-

izen science, she used her two dogs — Tinkerbell, a highly 

social dog who loves to play with any dog, and Huggins, who 

is pickier about his playmates — as confederates in her study, 

which she conducted at a local dog park in Boulder. Alexan-

dra discovered that play was more rough-and-tumble when 

familiar dogs played. When they knew the dog with whom 

they were playing, dogs weren’t as worried about formalities, 

and they jumped right into play. All dogs in the study showed 

similar behavior. Overall, dogs who knew one another played 

more roughly and didn’t take the time to sniff and greet one 

another. Dogs who didn’t know one another were more for-

mal and respectful. They took the time to get to know one 

another before starting to play by sniffing and nose bumping 

more than they did with familiar playmates.

Obviously, this question needs further research, but Marc 

was proud that Alexandra and her family became ethologists 

to help answer it, and her father also became much more 
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interested in dogs. To top off her efforts, Alexandra won a 

science fair award for her research.

KNOW YOUR DOG’S  
PETTING PREFERENCES

You may not sit around thinking about what it means to have 

a pet dog. But the origin of the term pet captures something 

important about the human relationship to companion an-

imals. The word pet, first recorded in 1508, is from the Mid-

dle English pety, meaning small. The term has been applied 

to both nonhuman animals and women and can mean (as a 

verb) “to stroke or pat affectionately” or (as a noun) “some-

thing one feels affection for” and “an animal kept in the do-

mestic setting whose function is personal companionship or 

entertainment.” Although the word may have insulting con-

notations, it also points to one of the positive components of 

our relationship with dogs: the physical touch that brings us 

together and forms the glue in the human-animal bond. 

You don’t have to be a scientist to know that many, if 

not most, dogs like to be petted. There is a scientific expla-

nation for the positive role of touch in our human-animal 

friendships. The importance of touch has been well estab-

lished for decades, beginning with Harry Harlow’s famous 

(and famously horrifying) studies on infant rhesus mon-

keys. Monkeys who were raised on wire “mothers” suffered 

deep psychological trauma because of the lack of maternal 

touch. Touch is essential to normal mental and emotional de-

velopment, not just for human babies but for all mammals 

(and perhaps other animals as well). Touch feels good. It can 
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reduce blood pressure, lower cortisol levels, lower heart rate, 

and increase levels of oxytocin in humans and dogs alike. 

Hairy-skinned mammals (which includes humans and 

dogs, among others) have a group of sensory neurons called 

C-tactile afferents. Gentle stroking of these neurons stimu-

lates the release of oxytocin, often called the “love hormone” 

because it is associated with feelings of trust and affection in 

mammals. These neurons don’t respond to rough touching, 

pinching, or poking. Petting feels good to both parties, the 

one who pets and the one being petted. What quality and 

quantity of touch feels good varies from one individual to the 

next, and different dogs have different thresholds for when 

and what kind of petting feels good and for when petting be-

gins to feel invasive and uncomfortable. 

Some dogs simply don’t like being touched, while some 

don’t like being touched by strangers or certain types of 

people. Such dogs are often labeled as “cranky,” “mean,” or 

“standoffish,” but this isn’t fair. These dogs may have good 

reasons for not liking to be touched, such as having had neg-

ative experiences with rough touching or physical punish-

ment, or this may just be who they are. We should respect 

their desires, either way. 

Sometimes dogs who have always enjoyed physical con-

tact will withdraw. This can be because they’re in pain and 

being touched doesn’t feel good. It can also be a sign of anx-

iety or stress. A noticeable change in a dog’s tolerance for 

touch should prompt a visit to the veterinarian to make sure 

everything is okay. 

Touch should always happen on the dog’s terms and with 

the dog’s consent. We need to practice reading a dog’s body 
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language for cues about consent and about when, where, and 

how they want to be touched. For example, if a dog moves 

away from you or their body stiffens, this is a good sign they 

do not want to be touched. The better we understand the be-

havioral repertoire of dogs in general, and our own dog in 

particular, the more we will be able to respect their choices. 

To this end, closely observe some interactions between your 

dog and new people (and even make an ethogram) and watch 

for signals the dog gives about their interest in meeting and 

being touched by an unfamiliar person. What do you see hap-

pening to the tail, the ears, the eyes, the facial expression, and 

the position of the body?

The language of “personal space” is often used to teach 

children about respecting other people and to explain why 

it is rude and intrusive to touch other people or even get ex-

tremely close without first asking permission. Personal space 

is a term developed by anthropologists, and according to the 

English Oxford Living Dictionary, it is defined as the “phys-

ical space immediately surrounding someone, into which 

encroachment can feel threatening or uncomfortable.” The 

study of personal space is called “proxemics,” and researchers 

in this area have found that the amygdala is largely responsible 

for determining how much personal space an animal needs 

and why invasion of the space activates a fear response.13 We 

can use the same basic principle to guide interactions with 

dogs: Don’t touch without consent, and don’t enter personal 

space without asking first. What constitutes “personal space” 

will vary from one dog to another. 

It’s worth noting that personal space is a two-way street, and 

dogs don’t always respect our individual human boundaries. 
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For example, some people are uncomfortable when a dog (es-

pecially an unknown dog) jumps on them or rubs all over 

their legs, and at times dogs will ignore human signals. The 

human-animal bond can suffer when preferences related to 

personal space differ, such as when a very touchy-feely dog 

is adopted by a human who doesn’t like touch, or when a 

standoffish dog is adopted by a human who wants constant 

physical contact. Keep this in mind when adopting a dog: 

Consider your own needs for personal space and those exhib-

ited by the dog. Naturally, some give and take will always be  

necessary. 

SIGNS OF AFFECTION:  
HUGGING AND LICKING

Our love for dogs often gets expressed in hugging, and dogs 

often return that affection by licking. These two intimate ges-

tures translate our feelings of emotional closeness into physi-

cal closeness. Many dogs are hug magnets, and children seem 

particularly drawn to throw their arms around the furry neck 

or torso of a dog. 

That said, as with petting, remember that some dogs find 

hugging uncomfortable, even frightening, and all dogs might 

have moments when they do not want to be hugged. Since 

hugging requires even more closeness than petting, an unex-

pected hug might make a dog nervous, and they may respond 

by snapping or even biting. Again, hugging is usually okay 

if it’s done on the dog’s terms, and the best advice is to err 

on the side of caution: When or if you’re unsure, don’t hug. 

As always, pay close attention to the personality of the dog.  

Understand their preferences and signals of consent. 
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Of course, dogs can’t hug us in the same way, though 

they can certainly climb into our laps, lean in, and snuggle 

close. They also probably lick as a sign of affection, and being 

licked vigorously by a loving dog is a source of (sticky) joy. 

But here again, not all people like being licked, and dogs may 

not always lick to express emotion. It’s also possible a dog will 

lick to use taste to get information about what we’ve recently 

eaten or who we’ve kissed. 

WHISKERS ARE SENSATIONAL
Dog whiskers are undeniably cute, but they’re not simply 

cosmetic. Whiskers, or vibrissae (from the Latin vibrare, “to 

vibrate”) as they are technically known, are specialized hairs 

that help mammals interact with others and with their envi-

ronment. Whiskers are different from pelage hair. Pelage is 

the hairy, woolly, or furry coat of a mammal, which serves its 

own important functions: It insulates, conceals, signals, and 

protects. Whiskers are longer, thicker, and stiffer, and they 

are exquisitely sensitive to touch. Each vibrissae follicle is 

distinctly represented in the sensory cortex of the brain, and 

each follicle has its own blood and nerve supply. In dogs and 

some other mammals, vibrissae are localized to the facial re-

gion, but some animals have vibrissae on other parts of their 

body, such as the forearms. Dogs have four sets of vibrissae: 

on their upper lips, their lower lips and chins, above the eyes, 

and on their cheeks. Take a moment right now to get a good 

look at your dog’s whiskers and find the four different sets.

Vibrissae are an important part of the sensory appara-

tus for nearly all mammals, with the notable exception of 
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the naked ape (that’s us). Because we don’t have whiskers, 

we may underestimate their importance to other mammals. 

These delicate sensory tools help wild mammals sense dan-

ger, find food, and navigate their environment, particularly 

during times of low light. Whiskers also pay a role in the so-

cial behavior of some species, such as rats. We don’t know 

how whiskers function in the social lives of dogs, but it is 

likely that they play some role. 

Research conducted in the 1970s on tactile sensation in 

rats, mice, and cats established the central role of whiskers. 

One classic study, for instance, involved removing the whis-

kers of rats and measuring performance in a maze test. Not 

surprisingly, rats deprived of whiskers had more difficulty 

completing a maze than rats with intact vibrissae. In fact, 

the deprivation of whiskers was found to be more significant 

than the deprivation of smell, hearing, or vision, which also 

makes clear just how cruel these vibrissae-removal experi-

ments were. Although whiskers seem to be less critical to dogs 

than to rats, they’re still an important part of a dog’s sensory 

interaction with the world. 

Dog groomers will often trim whiskers, if not specifically 

asked to leave them intact. Dogs used for show will often have 

their whiskers trimmed to achieve “clean lines” on the face, 

but the American Kennel Club discourages whisker trimming 

in most breeds. They recognize that whiskers serve important 

functions and, as in the case of the Pekingese, “add to the de-

sired expression.”14 Because vibrissae are made of keratin, like 

pelagic (dense) hair, cutting them isn’t physically painful to 

a dog, though plucking them is. Nonetheless, trimming the 

whiskers removes or blunts an important sensory modality 
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for dogs. Hopefully, breed and grooming standards will con-

tinue to evolve to embrace the beauty and functionality of 

dog whiskers. 

DOGS DIG TOGETHER TIME
By “together time,” we mean the quality time that you and 

your dog spend together each day. Together time isn’t just 

about petting your dog, but it refers more generally to all 

forms of social, emotional, and physical closeness. “Together 

time” is one of the most important enhancements in our 

book because what dogs most need from us is us, and that’s 

the one thing many dogs don’t get enough of. As with chil-

dren, dogs enjoy new toys and special treats and a fancy new 

bed, but these aren’t what they really care about. What they 

really crave is the company of their human companions. 

Dogs are social animals, and they form strong attach-

ments to their humans. Indeed, selection pressures on do-

mestic dogs have favored the “hypersociability” gene. Dogs 

don’t just tolerate human presence; they actively seek it out. 

It’s safe to say that companion dogs need social closeness with 

humans, and deprivation of this social contact poses well- 

being concerns. 

The UK government recently appointed a Minister of 

Loneliness to address the growing crisis of loneliness among 

the human population of the island nation.15 We could very 

well also use a Minister of Loneliness for the pet dogs in the 

world. While Britain has data on the scope of its human 

loneliness problem — more than nine million people often 

or always feel lonely, according to studies done by the health 
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ministry — we don’t have good research on the problem of 

loneliness in companion dogs. But more and more veteri-

narians and trainers are starting to talk about canine welfare 

problems associated with social isolation and are connecting 

the dots between loneliness and growing numbers of behav-

ioral and psychological disorders among pet dogs.

Millions of dogs are left home alone for long periods of 

time. Some are lucky enough to have access to the full house 

and a fenced yard through a dog door. Many others are locked 

in a kennel or basement or bathroom while their owner is 

gone, presumably to protect the house from destructive be-

haviors. A survey of UK dog owners found that more than 

a quarter of dog owners believe it is okay to leave a dog at 

home for over five hours a day.16 Many dogs are stressed when 

left alone. Levels of cortisol in the blood increase, and they 

sometimes spike the entire time the dog is alone. Dogs may 

resort to obsessive barking or to destructive behaviors such 

as digging the carpet, chewing the couch, or destuffing all the 

pillows on the bed, the very behaviors that can lead owners to 

lock a dog in a kennel or garage, which further fuels a dog’s 

anxiety. 

How much alone time is okay for a dog? Nobody really 

knows, and surely it depends on the individual dog. Although 

behaviorists and veterinarians don’t agree on a single figure, 

there is loose consensus that about four hours alone is a com-

fortable range for an adult dog. Puppies should only be left 

for shorter periods, and not longer than they can hold their 

bladder. Many people wonder whether dogs know the differ-

ence between being left alone for ten minutes and four hours, 

since dogs don’t exactly watch the hands of the clock turn. 
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Anecdotally, people report that their dogs seem more excited 

and offer a more enthusiastic greeting after a longer absence. 

Backing this up is a study conducted by Therese Rehn and 

Linda Keeling, in which they observed a small group of pri-

vately owned dogs and videotaped what the dogs did before, 

during, and after a thirty-minute, two-hour, and four-hour 

separation. They found that dogs tended to offer more in-

tense greeting behaviors, with a higher frequency of physical 

activity and attention behavior, after the longer separations. 

As they note, their study doesn’t confirm whether dogs distin-

guish between thirty minutes and four hours, but it confirms 

that dogs are affected by the duration of their time alone.17

The surest cure for loneliness and social isolation is, of 

course, togetherness. To increase this, look for ways to in-

clude your dog in your activities — such as bringing your 

dog along when running errands or attending a child’s soccer 

game — and build the structure of each day so that periods of 

isolation are broken up by together time. People sometimes 

complain that their lives are ruled by their dog — it’s harder 

to go on trips, make social plans, or even get necessary work 

done because they have to be home to “let the dog out.” Ex-

actly. That’s the reality of living with a dog, and that’s why dog 

ownership is not right for everybody. 

We also must think about the signals we send our dog. 

A dog trainer friend of Jessica’s told her about a family who 

had hired him to help with a behaviorally challenged dog. 

The dog would cry and scratch in his downstairs kennel all 

night, while the family was upstairs trying to sleep through 

the disturbance. The trainer observed that the family and the 

dog spent the evenings before bed together in the living room 
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and kitchen, playing games and watching TV. The dog was 

very much part of the activity and given a lot of attention. 

As the family got ready for bed, they gave the dog extra love 

and petting, and then they escorted him to the kennel, where 

he would spend the night separate from everyone else. The 

dog was being given very mixed signals; he was part of the 

family pack until, suddenly, he wasn’t. In this case, the trainer 

recommended letting the dog sleep upstairs with the family. 

They did, and the dog was much happier, and everyone was 

finally able to get a good night’s sleep. 

Sometimes people try to address the problem of a lonely 

dog by bringing home a second dog so that the dogs have 

company even when their human is gone. This can be helpful 

for many dogs, and in the best cases, two or more dogs living 

in the same home will become best friends and add much 

enjoyment and enrichment to one another’s lives. But adding 

a second dog is not a surefire cure for loneliness. The social 

bond between dog and human is unique; the human fills a 

role that cannot be filled by another dog. Studies suggest, for 

example, that separation anxiety is generally no better in dogs 

left with another dog than in those left alone. Other research 

shows that human social contact provides more comfort to a 

socially isolated dog than one of the dog’s own siblings.18 So, 

if you are gone for long hours each day, adding a second dog 

to your home may simply result in having two lonely dogs 

rather than one. Furthermore, multiple-dog households have 

their own challenges. A new dog will change the social dy-

namics of the family, often in ways that make things more dif-

ficult rather than easier. Dog-dog aggression can be a serious 
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problem and can sometimes lead to untenable situations, 

where one dog will wind up needing to be rehomed. 

DOGS ALSO NEED ALONE TIME
If you have a dog with separation anxiety, this enhancement 

might make you chuckle (or perhaps cry). But just like peo-

ple, dogs may want to have some time to themselves. This 

is particularly the case in homes with children or with a lot 

of activity and stimulation. It is important for every dog to 

have a “safe zone” — a place the dog can retreat to and be 

allowed not to interact or be touched. Mishka, a somewhat 

zaftig husky with whom Marc shared his home, loved to nes-

tle in a corner behind a bed when she’d had enough of her 

humans. She made it clear what she was doing, and there was 

only room for her. When she was ready to interact, she’d have 

to back out of her husky cave, which she did with impressive 

agility. Some people provide their dog with a crate or kennel 

— with the door always open — which is designated “dog 

property” and off-limits to children and other humans in the 

house. 
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Sight

We tend to think of humans as visual mammals and 

dogs as olfactory and auditory mammals, but sci-

ence is challenging these stereotypes. The visual 

world we make available to our dogs is worth considering be-

cause it can impact their well-being. Let’s consider the canine 

visual cosmos. 

Visual acuity in humans is often described using what’s 

called the Snellen fraction, which is the well-known ratio of 

“20/20” or “20/40” that represents the quality of one’s eye-

sight. Dogs have a Snellen fraction of 20/75. This means that 

what we can see at 75 feet, a dog can see only at 20 feet. Using 

this method of measuring acuity, dogs have worse vision than 

humans. But it would be wrong to claim that dogs don’t see as 

well as humans, since the Snellen fraction provides only one 

small window into the larger sense of sight. It would be more 

accurate to say that dogs and humans see the world differ-

ently. The visual acuity of dogs evolved to meet dogs’ unique 

needs, and different doesn’t necessarily mean better or worse. 

Dogs are visual generalists, meaning that their eyes work 

well in a range of different light levels. They likely can see 
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better at dusk and in the dark than humans. It’s been esti-

mated that dogs can see in light about five times dimmer than 

humans can. Dogs are also better adapted than humans for 

identifying movement in their peripheral vision. However, 

dogs are not as good as humans at seeing things in detail. 

One reason for this may be that dogs can’t easily distinguish 

between the colors red and green.1 A red ball thrown in a field 

of green grass will be challenging to see even for a Labrador 

retriever. Other aspects of vision include depth perception, 

visual field of view, and sensitivity to motion. In each of these 

areas, dog vision is different from human vision as visual ca-

pacities have adapted to each species’ needs.

One of our mantras throughout this book is that there 

is no universal “dog.” Dogs come in a huge variety of shapes 

and sizes, and their sensory capacities may vary based on 

these differences. In the realm of sight, for instance, different 

breeds appear to have different visual strengths. Alexandra  

Horowitz suggests that variations in canine visual acuity may 

be related to the shape and size of the nose. Short-nosed dogs 

like pugs tend to have better up-close vision, while dogs with 

long noses have better panoramic and peripheral vision.2 

This may help explain why short-nosed dogs are often less in-

terested in chasing balls and Frisbees than their longer-nosed 

kin. It is more difficult for them to see a ball and track its 

movement, which makes it a lot less interesting to chase. 

Many human companions report that their dog will bark 

at someone wearing a hat or sunglasses or walking on crutches. 

Dogs often get spooked by things they don’t visually recognize. 

Loss of visual acuity is common in older dogs, just as it is in 
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people, and dogs who are visually impaired need a little extra 

help interacting with their world. Their behavior may change, 

too. At fifteen years of age, Jessica’s dog Maya has lost the use of 

one eye and has relatively poor vision in the other. She’s started 

to bark at people on walks, particularly people who stand about 

three feet away, right in what seems to be a blind spot. Loss of 

vision can lead to anxiety and social withdrawal, if we aren’t 

careful to help our canine companions adapt. That said, loss of 

sight, even complete blindness, does not mean that a dog has 

poor quality of life. Blind and visually impaired dogs can adapt 

quite well to their disability, though they need special care and 

consideration. Often these dogs adapt by relying more heavily 

on other sensory input, such as sound and smell, and they can 

be trained to follow olfactory cues or “smell hints,” such as a 

puff of citrus essential oil. 

A challenge for future research with dogs is to learn not 

only how each sense works on its own but how dogs com-

bine and use the input from multiple senses — how they use 

composite signals — to understand the world and to make 

decisions. For instance, one study by dog researcher Ludwig 

Huber showed that captive dogs could integrate information 

from sight and sound to identify other dog breeds correctly. 

In this study, dogs matched a projected visual image of dogs 

of different sizes with the vocalization that is usually made 

by dogs of each size.3 This kind of composite signal may help 

Maya determine, from quite far off, that she sees a poodle, so 

that she can get her hackles raised in anticipation. For what-

ever reason (and no offense intended), Maya is not too keen 

on poodles. 
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LET DOG-DOG INTERACTIONS FLOW
If you watch a group of dogs playing at a dog park, you will 

quickly notice how carefully they watch one another. Dogs 

will look over their shoulders as they run, or they will stop 

and turn around so they can see what the other dogs are 

doing. When they do this, they’re reading body postures, 

gaits, tail and ear positions, facial expressions, and even 

watching for subtle changes in the position of another dog’s 

fur, such as whether another dog is showing their hackles. 

“Hackles” refer to the hairs along a dog’s neck and backbone, 

and “raised hackles” are called piloerection, an involuntary 

neural response to arousal mediated by the sympathetic ner-

vous system. Dogs may also gather information by looking 

in a dog’s eyes, though research in this area is limited. It may 

be that dilated or constricted pupils communicate something 

about a dog’s emotional state that other dogs can decipher. In 

addition to this kaleidoscope of visual signals, dogs are also 

absorbing olfactory and auditory information, all while on 

the run, which is quite a remarkable feat. 

It’s important for dogs to be able to read one another ac-

curately in order for social interactions to go well. The same 

is true in the human realm, which is one reason that highly 

successful people tend to be those with high levels of emo-

tional intelligence and well-honed social skills. One of the 

reasons dogs can get into sticky situations with one another is 

when they misread visual or other signals, and some dogs are 

much better at reading signals than others. Spend any time 

at a dog park, and you will certainly notice a few dogs who 

are socially awkward and don’t seem very good at interacting 

with other dogs. Oftentimes, these dogs have trouble finding 
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play partners. Marc has noted that there often seems to be a 

relationship between the social skills of a dog, or lack thereof, 

and those of their human, but that’s another story.4

One of the mysteries of a dog’s world is how they recog-

nize other dogs as belonging to the category “dog.” Obviously, 

dogs recognize other dogs by smell, but they also seem able to 

recognize other dogs using only sight. A very interesting study 

conducted by Dominique Autier-Dérian and her colleagues 

found that dogs can identify other dogs using facial features 

alone, in the absence of other cues such as movement, scent, 

and sound. Dogs were very good at picking out the faces of 

other dogs, among human and other domestic and wild ani-

mal faces. C. Claiborne Ray, discussing this study, remarked, 

“Ranging in size from a tiny Maltese to a giant St. Bernard, 

and showing myriad differences in coats, snouts, ears, tails 

and bone structure, dogs might not always appear to belong 

to one species. Yet other dogs recognize them easily.”5 

We often hear dog owners say something like, “My vizsla 

loves other vizslas more than any other kind of dog, and she 

also knows they are vizslas.” Can dogs really recognize other 

dogs of the same breed? Nobody knows, but a lot of anecdotal 

evidence suggests that they might. If they do, it is likely that 

the cues lie in the dog’s olfactory sense, and perhaps in the 

identification of what’s called the major histocompatibility  

complex, or MHC. The MHC is a set of surface proteins 

found on the cells of all mammals, and it is involved in im-

mune function. It’s thought to play a role in the selection of 

mates who are not too closely related genetically. The MHC 

may present as a kind of olfactory “signature” allowing dogs 

to determine genetic familiarity, but there hasn’t been any 
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research in this area. Nonetheless, many people believe their 

dog shows a preference for others of their same breed. 

Dogs need to be able to interact with other dogs. This is 

what dogs are “made” for, if you will. Many of their cognitive 

skills and the components of their behavioral repertoire have 

evolved to help them communicate more effectively with oth-

ers of their own kind. It is sad to think that these amazing ca-

pacities could go unused, which is why giving our dogs ample 

opportunity to interact with other dogs and to practice their 

communication skills is one of the most important forms of 

social and cognitive enrichment we can and must provide.  

TALES ABOUT TAILS
You may wonder why tails are included in a section on sight. 

Well, among other things, a dog’s tail is an important visual tool 

for communication. We can gather a lot of information about 

what a dog is feeling by observing their tail, and of course, 

tails are critical to dog-dog interactions. Looking at a tail in 

isolation, however, never tells the whole story; that would be 

like reading only part of a sentence. To fully understand what 

a tail is communicating, it needs to be seen in the context of 

a broader range of composite signals, including ear positions, 

facial expressions, body postures, vocalizations, odors, and gait. 

Tails may also be used to disperse odors, such as the scent from 

a dog’s lovely information-packed anal gland.

Some interesting research has been done into what differ-

ent tail movements are trying to communicate. As you likely 

know, a wagging tail can mean different things, depending 

on the kind of wag and the context. A loose wag is probably 
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friendly, whereas a stiff wag likely signals assertiveness or ag-

gression. However, there are no hard-and-fast rules. 

Research has also shown that tail wagging with a bias to 

the right indicates that a dog is happy and relaxed, whereas 

left-bias wagging may indicate anxiety. In one study, dogs 

seeing their owners were more likely to show high-amplitude 

wagging with a bias to the right side (showing left-brain acti-

vation), while dogs seeing dominant unfamiliar dogs tended 

to wag to the left (showing right-brain activation).6 These 

findings are consistent with the hypothesis that dogs have a 

left-hemisphere specialization for approach behavior and a 

right-hemisphere specialization for withdrawal behavior. 

More recent research by the same group of scientists found 

that dogs respond emotionally to the tail-wagging bias of 

other dogs. The scientists analyzed the behavior and cardiac 

activity (a rough measure of calmness or anxiety) of a group 

of dogs watching images of other dogs wagging. Dogs consis-

tently showed more pronounced emotional reactions to and 

were stressed by left-wagging tails.7 

What if a dog loses their tail? Stanley Coren tells a story 

about a dog whose tail had to be amputated after an unfor-

tunate dog-motorcycle collision. Other dogs seemed unable 

to understand what she was trying to communicate.8 Marc’s 

friend, Marisa Ware, told him the story of her dog, Echo, who 

lost her tail in an accident. After the loss, Echo changed the 

way she communicated with dogs and people by using her 

body and ears to compensate for the loss of her tail. Tail-

less Echo now relies more heavily on her ears to express her 

feelings. When she is excited to see someone, she puts her 

ears very far back and will almost wiggle them. She also has 
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developed a kind of “hop-wiggle,” taking a little hop and wig-

gling her butt very quickly if she is excited to see someone. 

Echo never did the “hop-wiggle” before losing her tail. 

Even the shortening of a tail, such as through docking, 

seems to inhibit a dog’s ability to communicate with other 

dogs. To investigate the role of tail length in dog-dog encoun-

ters, a team of researchers built remote-controlled replicas of 

dogs with different lengths of tail, and they observed more 

behavioral nuance in the reactions of dogs to long-tailed ver-

sus short-tailed replicas. This suggests that more communi-

cative information was gleaned from a long tail, which may 

mean that a longer tail is more effective at sending messages 

than a shorter tail.9

The long and short of it is that tails are important to 

dogs. Thus, tail docking is a freedom inhibitor (and a form 

of disfigurement) that limits a dog’s ability to communicate. 

We are in support of enlightened breed standards that don’t 

involve cutting off puppies’ tails.

DOGS “SPEAK” WITH THEIR EARS 
Like a tail, a dog’s ears are an important visual signal in dog-

dog and dog-human interactions. The next chapter discusses 

hearing, while this section considers what ears say by their 

movement and position. Take the time to watch your dog’s 

ears closely, since they can be a good indicator of how your 

dog is feeling. Ears are part of the group of composite signals 

— which include a dog’s face, body, tail, vocalizations, gait, 

and odors (some of which we are only partially privy to) — 

that complete the sentence of what a dog is feeling.
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For example, if a dog twitches their ears, moving them 

back and then forward a bit, it may indicate indecision or am-

bivalence. Pricked ears signal that a dog is paying attention. If 

Maya pricks her ears, Bella will immediately respond by bark-

ing. Bella’s motto is “bark first, then ask why.” By watching 

the direction another dog is turning an ear, dogs can find out 

information about where to look. Ear position is important 

during dog social encounters, including play. For example, 

flattened ears can signal submission if combined with sub-

missive body posture, and “up” ears can signal excitement 

and intention to continue play. Flattened ears might also be a 

way for a dog to avoid getting them nipped. 

We have been asked whether dogs like basset hounds with 

long, floppy ears have a harder time communicating through 

ear positions. It’s possible that floppy ears don’t allow for 

quite as much expressiveness, but we really don’t know.10 

As with tails, we support breed standards that don’t involve 

cropping or otherwise changing the natural shape of a dog’s 

ears. Doberman pinschers, Boston terriers, and Great Danes 

are a few of the breeds in which ear cropping is still common. 

During the ear-cropping procedure, the pinnae (earflaps) are 

altered. The pinna functions to funnel sound into the ear canal, 

and so dogs with cropped ears lose some acuity in their hear-

ing; they also lose the ability to rotate the ear fully, and this 

makes it harder for them to communicate with their ears. 

FACE THE FACTS: EXPRESSIONS MATTER
One of the composite signals dogs use to communicate in-

cludes facial expressions, and research has shown that dogs 
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pay particularly close attention to human facial expressions 

— perhaps because we don’t have tails and our ears don’t 

move. In one study of dogs and human facial expressions, 

a team of scientists led by Corsin Müller demonstrated that 

dogs differentiate between happy and angry human faces and 

that dogs find angry faces to be aversive.11 In a related study, 

Natalia Albuquerque and colleagues examined the behavior 

of dogs in response to emotionally relevant visual cues from 

humans. The team compared the responses of dogs to happy 

and angry human facial expressions and found that dogs 

engaged in mouth-licking in response to angry expressions. 

Dogs mouth-licked when they saw images of angry human 

faces, but not when they heard angry voices, emphasizing 

the importance of the visual cues. Mouth-licking can be an 

appeasement signal during dog-dog communications, and it 

may similarly serve as a way for a dog to respond to perceived 

negative emotion in a human companion. (An “appeasement 

behavior” inhibits or reduces aggressive behavior of a social 

partner.) In the study, dogs engaged in mouth-licking more 

often when looking at images of humans than of other dogs, 

suggesting that dogs may have evolved their sensitivity to 

human facial expression to facilitate interactions with us.12 

In another study, researchers found that the hormone 

oxytocin (which is associated with feelings of trust and affec-

tion) made dogs interested in smiling human faces and less 

threatened by an angry face. The researchers gave half of a 

group of dogs a nasal spray containing oxytocin and half a 

placebo nasal spray. Those dogs with increased levels of oxy-

tocin spent more time gazing at images of happy human faces 

than dogs in the placebo group. The researchers also found 
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that in the placebo group, the pupils of the dogs were more 

dilated when gazing at angry faces, a sign that they found 

the angry faces aversive. In the oxytocin group this negative 

emotional response was less pronounced. They concluded, 

“Oxytocin has the potential to decrease vigilance toward 

threatening social stimuli and increase the salience of positive 

social stimuli thus making eye gaze of friendly human faces 

more salient for dogs.”13 In other words, oxytocin likely plays 

a key role in the development of the human-canine bond. 

Some of the most exciting research into canine cogni-

tion has involved the use of functional Magnetic Resonance 

Imaging (fMRI) to study how dogs’ brains process social in-

formation. This research is noninvasive, and the dogs partic-

ipate voluntarily. Neurobiologist Gregory Berns, working at 

Emory University, has been interested in facial recognition and 

whether, like humans and nonhuman primates, dogs have a 

special region in their brain dedicated to processing faces. 

It would make sense that dogs evolved the neural machin-

ery to process facial information of other dogs because dogs 

(and wolves) are highly social mammals. But have dogs also 

evolved the neural machinery to process human faces, based 

on their history of domestication and coevolution with hu-

mans? Berns and his colleagues found that dogs do, indeed, 

have a dedicated region of the brain for processing human 

faces, which helps explain their exquisite sensitivity to human 

social cues.14

It seems that dogs not only read our facial expressions, 

they also, in turn, communicate with us using their own fa-

cial expressions. Scientists at Portsmouth University’s Dog 

Cognition Centre in the United Kingdom found that dogs 
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produced far more facial expressions when a human was 

watching than when a human was not. The expression most 

commonly used by dogs was one in which they raise their 

inner brow, making the eyes appear wider and sadder, a look 

all dog owners will immediately recognize as “puppy dog 

eyes.”15 Dogs know when we’re watching. And they also know 

when we’re not. Dogs are more likely to steal food when a 

person’s eyes are closed or their back is turned.16 

YOUR DOG IS WATCHING:  
NONVERBAL COMMUNICATION  
AND EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE

When we are engaged with our dogs in a training or agil-

ity session, they’re watching us very closely to see what it is 

we are asking them to do. But even when we are not actively 

working with our dogs, they’re still watching us closely. They 

may be scanning for clues about what we are going to do next, 

and research suggests they’re also paying close attention to 

our emotional state and in some cases modulating their own 

behavior in response to how we’re feeling. 

When we think about training or teaching a dog to live 

effectively in human environments, we may think that most 

of our cues are verbal: “Come,” “Sit,” “Stay.” But verbal signals 

are only one small crucial component of how we communi-

cate with dogs and of how dogs understand us. It is often said 

that in a human conversation as much as 60 to 90 percent or 

more of the interaction is nonverbal, depending on the indi-

viduals and the context.17 We exchange information through 

facial expression, body posture, hand gesture, and possibly 
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odors. The same is true for dog-human communication. We 

may not even be aware of all the nonverbal signals we are giv-

ing! On occasion, a dog might tell us what we’re “saying” — 

for example, that we’re angry — when we don’t even realize 

what we’re doing.18 

How dogs read human nonverbal signals is an area of 

intense research, and there is much that we still don’t under-

stand well. Some of the questions under investigation include 

how dogs use human gestures, such as pointing, and whether 

and why they follow the direction of our gaze. 

Following another dog’s gaze is something that some 

dogs do quite well. Dogs can learn a good deal about what 

another dog is thinking when they do this, and this simple 

act may help demonstrate that dogs have a theory of mind 

— that is, that they know what another dog is thinking and 

feeling. Research has found that dogs also can follow human 

gaze, but it isn’t yet clear how consistently they do this. So 

far, all we can safely say is that some dogs follow human gaze 

some of the time. Some dogs seem better at following gazes 

than others, or perhaps they are not “better” but more highly 

motivated, for whatever reason. But we don’t know why. And 

we also don’t know what other factors may be at play and 

what might explain the variation in experimental results. Of 

course, different dogs are studied in different projects with a 

variety of researchers, and these variables might underlie dif-

ferences in research results. Expecting that all dogs will do the 

same things in the same or similar situations is unrealistic. 

The same can be said about variations in the ability of 

dogs to follow human pointing gestures: Dogs are clearly able 

to do this, but not all dogs do it all or even some of the time, 
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and the experimental results aren’t straightforward. More re-

search will be needed to really flesh out the details of canine 

communicative skills. 

The one thing we do know for sure is that dogs clearly 

possess some level of emotional intelligence: They watch us 

for nonverbal cues, pay attention to our eyes and our hands, 

and listen to our voices, and from these things they can at 

times understand us quite well. Emotional intelligence is the 

capacity to effectively recognize and understand one’s own 

emotions and the emotions of others and to use this informa-

tion to guide one’s behavior. This is important as we consider 

how to interact with our canine companions so as to reduce 

frustration on both sides. Sometimes we get frustrated when 

our dogs don’t “listen,” and they likely get frustrated with us 

when we don’t “speak” clearly or listen to them. 

When it comes to dogs following a person’s gaze, we need 

to pay close attention to the relationship between the dog and 

the human. In an interesting paper called “DogTube: An Ex-

amination of Dogmanship Online,” researchers suggest that 

“reciprocal attention in the dog-human dyad” is important 

in gaining a dog’s attention and in handling and training 

them.19 Further, they write that dogs who “are perceived as 

difficult to train may be in the hands of people who lack the 

timing and awareness that characterize good dogmanship.” 

The researchers suggest that “dogmanship is reflected in the 

timeliness of rewards and the ability to acquire and retain a 

dog’s attention when handling or training them.” 

It’s astonishing how skilled dogs are at untangling the 

complicated signals we send. We expect our dogs to under-

stand us, but our communications are garbled. Most dog 
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owners are “messy” signalers, in that they may give a verbal 

command without realizing that they are also giving visual 

signals. We tend to blame it on the dog when they don’t re-

spond in the way we want; we think they are being stupid 

or stubborn. More likely, we are simply not being clear. One 

thing we can do to help our dogs is to approach training or 

teaching with an understanding of how closely dogs pay at-

tention to all our signals, and we can try to align our verbal 

and nonverbal cues into a consistent and clear message. 

Paying closer attention to the nonverbal aspects of train-

ing could help many people and dogs work better together. 

Research conducted by Anna Scandurra and colleagues sug-

gests that gestures are more salient to dogs than verbal cues. 

For their study, the team trained dogs to identify one of three 

objects by name and retrieve the object when asked by their 

owner. Dogs could retrieve each object by a verbal command 

(“ball”) or by a gesture (owner clearly pointing at ball). When 

verbal and gestural commands agreed, the dogs moved even 

more quickly to perform the task. The researchers then had 

owners give contradictory cues, asking for one object while 

pointing a finger at another. When verbal and gestural cues 

were different, most of the dogs followed the gesture.20 

Thus, when it comes to our communication with dogs, 

visual signals, facial expressions, and nonverbal cues may be 

equally or even more important for dogs than verbal signals. 
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Hearing

Dogs’ ears come in many shapes and sizes — long and 

short, floppy and erect, and all variations in between. 

Dogs’ ears are surprisingly mobile. More than eighteen 

muscles control the pinna, or earflap, alone, which allows 

the nuanced movements that make dogs’ ears so expressive 

and so good at picking up sounds. Dogs move their ears to 

communicate how they are feeling. They also move their 

ears to facilitate hearing. Every dog owner will recognize the 

“pricked ears” of a dog who is suddenly attentive. The up and 

open ears allow dogs to best capture sound. The ear muscles 

also allow dogs to turn their ears like a periscope to follow 

the direction of a sound. If we watch a dog’s ears for cues, we 

can likely gather information about our surroundings that we 

would have missed. Marc used to watch his dogs’ ears when 

hiking around their mountain home, which they of course 

shared with all sorts of wild animals. When there were cou-

gars, black bears, or other potential predators around, the 

dogs’ ears perked up and their noses often tilted upward. 

Marc took these responses as signals that it was time for all 

to head home immediately to avoid a possible confrontation. 
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Dogs have far more sensitive hearing than humans and 

can detect much quieter sounds. Their sense of hearing is 

about four times as sensitive as ours, so what we hear at twenty 

feet, a dog can hear at about eighty feet.1 They also hear a lot 

of things we don’t because they can hear higher-frequency 

sounds. From available data, scientists suggest that dogs hear 

in frequencies as high as 67,000 cycles per second (also called 

hertz), while humans hear frequencies up to 64,000 cycles per 

second.2 This means there are some sounds that are inaudible 

to us but quite available to our dogs. For example, they can 

hear the high-pitched chirping of mice running around in-

side the walls or in the woodpile. Also, some of the electronics 

in our homes emit constant high-frequency sounds we don’t 

notice but which can be distressing to dogs. 

Relatively little systematic research has been done on how 

dogs use sound and hearing in their interactions with the 

world and in their encounters with people and other dogs. 

We know that dogs make a lot of different sounds, including 

growls, barks, whines, whimpers, howls, and pants, but scien-

tists don’t fully understand how these different vocalizations 

function in interactions with others. And we also don’t know 

which aspects of vocal communication have evolved specif-

ically to facilitate social interactions with humans. For in-

stance, dogs are the only canid species to bark frequently, but 

perhaps surprisingly, we still don’t know all that much about 

what dogs are trying to say with their barks. Preliminary data 

also suggest that dogs seem to “laugh.” During play, dogs will 

emit a kind of forced exhalation called the “play pant,” which 

seems to be used to initiate play and to signal during play 
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“this is still play, and not a fight.”3 It will be fascinating to see 

how research into canine vocal communication evolves. 

Many people use verbal commands or vocal signals to 

communicate with their dog. As we mention in the section 

on sight, dogs may pay more attention to gestures than they 

do to spoken commands, and they may get confused when 

our visual and auditory signals don’t align. Researchers have 

also found that dogs listen not only for certain words but to 

tone of voice, and intonation may be more important in how 

dogs read a signal than the actual word spoken. Using fMRI 

techniques, researchers at a dog cognition lab in Hungary 

scanned the brains of dogs as the dogs listened to recordings 

of their trainers’ voices. The trainers used praise words (such 

as “well done”) and neutral words (such as “however”) and 

spoke them in a high-pitched “good dog” voice and in a neu-

tral voice. The results of this study showed that dogs used 

their left hemisphere to process the words, and their right 

hemisphere to process the intonation, or emotional content, 

of the words, which is how human brains process speech. 

When praise words were spoken with a praising intonation, 

the reward center of the brain was activated, but not when 

praise words were spoken with neutral intonation. In other 

words, dogs listen to the words and the emotional content 

of our speech, and the emotional content has more salience.4 

Unlike other senses — particularly smell and taste — 

where pet dogs often suffer from a lack of sensory stimula-

tion, hearing can entail the opposite problem. Dogs often 

suffer from too much noise or from exposure to sounds that 

they find aversive or frightening, which constitute serious 

freedom inhibitors. Of course, we should try to give our dogs 
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the freedom to hear and communicate with sounds, but we 

also need to think about the overall soundscape and protect 

dogs from noises they don’t like. 

BARKS AND GROWLS:  
THE LANGUAGE OF DOGS

Barks and growls are two of the most common dog vocal-

izations, and they are used to communicate with both other 

dogs and humans. Vocal communication in dogs is extremely 

complex and not very well understood. In her analysis of dog 

vocalizations, German ethologist Dorit Feddersen-Petersen 

notes that even the meaning and function of barking is con-

troversial. Some scientists consider barking a highly sophisti-

cated acoustic form of expression, while others think barking 

is “noncommunicative.”5 Dog barking is difficult to study for 

a whole variety of reasons, including the fact that dogs come 

in a huge variety of shapes and sizes. There are big differences 

in the length of the vocal tract and thus in the sound quality 

of vocalizations. Just think of the difference between the bark 

of a Great Dane and of a Yorkie. Are they even speaking the 

same language?

Feddersen-Petersen believes that barks have definite com-

municative significance, and dogs use them to convey infor-

mation about motivation and intention. Dog barks have a 

mixture of what scientists call “regular” (or harmonic) and 

“irregular” (or noisy) acoustic components. While wolves vo-

calize using noisy components only, dogs use a whole range 

of harmonic and noisy forms in various mixtures. Different 

breeds of dogs seem to have evolved unique vocal repertoires, 
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ones based on the human environments in which they have 

lived. Assessing the meaning of a bark — or more accurately, 

a string of barks, since barks are rarely singular — is chal-

lenging and requires looking at the context and whether  

the bark elicits a response from a social partner (either a dog 

or human). It may be that barking and other vocalizations  

have evolved particularly to facilitate dog-human social  

interactions. 

One way to get to know your dog better is to make an 

ethogram focused solely on the various barks, growls, and 

other sounds they use in your company and in the company 

of other dogs. Can you distinguish between different kinds of 

barks — such as sharp and high-pitched; low-pitched; com-

ing in a steady stream or in short bursts, and so on — and 

can you identify what may have triggered the bark? For exam-

ple, was it the postal delivery person walking by, another dog 

barking in the distance, or impatience because you are slow 

getting your shoes on for the morning walk? After studying 

the vocal sounds of your own dog, watch other dogs in your 

neighborhood or at a dog park. 

Barking is a key part of the natural behavioral repertoire 

of dogs and is likely an important means of communica-

tion. Letting our dogs be dogs means letting them talk with 

one another, which means letting them vocalize. Of course, 

barking is often treated as a problem, and “excessive” barking 

— which is always defined by humans — can become a very 

serious issue for dog owners. A barking dog can be incredi-

bly annoying to us and perhaps to other dogs and animals. 

Excessive barking is a common reason for dogs being relin-

quished to shelters, and it can be one of the more frustrating 
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aspects of dog ownership. While some barking is normal, too 

much barking can be a sign of boredom, frustration, or stress. 

Trainers and dog psychologists can often help identify under-

lying issues that might drive excessive barking. If dog barking 

really bothers you, it’s probably best not to get a dog. 

Sometimes people deal with a dog who barks too much 

by having the dog’s voice box surgically removed. In one 

particularly shocking case of “problem barking,” a couple in  

Oregon was ordered by a court to have the voice boxes of their 

six dogs removed because they had failed to control the dogs’ 

barking over ten years.6 “Debarking” — or “bark softening,” 

as some euphemistically (and offensively) call it — involves 

severing the vocal cords and is, simply put, seriously harmful 

to dogs. The procedure permanently eliminates one of the 

dog’s main means of communication, which qualifies as a se-

vere freedom inhibitor. Severing the vocal cords is never the 

best response to barking behavior, and a dog who has been 

subjected to this horrific procedure can no longer really func-

tion comfortably as a dog. 

In addition to barking, dogs often growl. Whereas barks 

are often used to communicate at a distance, growls are 

generally low volume and used in close communication. 

Different kinds of growls carry distinct meanings and have 

different emotional content. For example, during play, in-

cluding during tug-of-war between dogs or between a dog 

and a human, a dog may growl quite loudly, without show-

ing any teeth, but this is usually meant as part of play and 

not to signal genuine anger or aggression. Growls produced 

as serious warnings will likely be low-pitched and come ei-

ther from the chest or mouth, with varying levels of bared 
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teeth. Research has shown that dogs growl “honestly” in se-

rious encounters (the “size” of the growl accurately reflecting 

the size and aggression-level of the dog), but they show more 

variability in their growling when they play. Even when dogs 

growl during play, it almost never leads to fighting (less than  

2 percent of the time).7 Dogs can reliably distinguish between 

a prerecorded “food growl” and a “stranger growl” and re-

spond appropriately.8 

Whatever else growling may mean, it clearly can be used 

as a serious warning or signal of potential aggression, so we 

need to pay very close attention to the rest of a dog’s body lan-

guage when a dog growls. Humans are not always very skilled 

at reading the intention of dog growls, though people with 

more experience around dogs are better at distinguishing be-

tween playful and aggressive growls, and women appear to 

do better than men.9 As with all the senses, it’s important to 

become dog literate and learn as much as you can about your 

dog’s growls. Along with a “bark ethogram,” consider also 

making a “growl ethogram” for your dog. 

WHINING AND WHIMPERING:  
A CALL FOR HELP 

Two other common types of vocalization are whimpering and 

whining. These are distinct vocal communication patterns, 

although they are sometimes hard to distinguish and many 

people lump them together as “crying.” Whining tends to be 

louder and higher-pitched, while whimpering is quieter and 

lower. Whimpering usually means that a dog isn’t feeling well 
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and is sick, nervous, or in pain. The communicative function 

of whining is not as clear. 

A 2017 study on the relationship between dog vocaliza-

tions and separation-related anxiety is a good example of 

the kind of research we need to better understand and help 

our dogs. Excessive barking is typically considered one of the 

main symptoms of separation-related disorder (SRD) in fam-

ily dogs, but in this study, Péter Pongrácz and his colleagues 

wanted to confirm whether dogs with separation anxiety vo-

calize their distress through barking, through whining, or by 

using both vocalizations. Pongrácz’s team found, contrary to 

popular belief, that dogs with separation anxiety were more 

likely to whine than to bark, particularly at the departure of 

their human, and that “early onset and abundance of whining 

may serve as a reliable tool for diagnosing SRD.” Whines and 

barks likely reflect different inner states. Another interesting 

finding from Pongrácz’s study was that a dog’s age was the 

most influential factor in determining onset and abundance 

of barks during a short separation. Younger dogs barked 

sooner and more than older dogs.10 

One common myth about “crying” in dogs is that dogs 

always whimper when they are in pain. While it is true that 

dogs in pain will sometimes whimper, they don’t always vo-

calize their distress. A lack of whimpering does not mean a 

dog isn’t in pain, since sometimes dogs only whimper when 

pain has progressed to an intolerable level. At that point, just 

as in humans, the cause of the pain has often progressed to 

a point where it is more difficult to treat. With any injury or 

medical problem, the ideal is to notice pain early and ad-

dress the cause quickly with appropriate care or medications. 
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There are two lessons here: 1) If your dog is whimpering, it’s 

possible that something is seriously wrong, so please seek the 

advice of a veterinarian; and 2) don’t rely on vocalizations 

alone to determine whether your dog is uncomfortable. Be 

sensitive to other behavioral cues, such as body posture and 

mobility, and investigate any suspected problems right away. 

BABY TALK AND YOUR DOG
Nearly everyone has either done it or seen it done with a dog. 

Someone kneels down, vigorously rubs a dog’s face and head, 

and starts cooing and babbling: “What a sweet boy! Aren’t 

you a sweet boy? Look at those sweet little paws! Who loves 

their baby, huh?” Dogs often feel like furry, excitable children, 

and so we use “baby talk” with them, or as scientists call it, 

“infant-directed speech . . . characterized by higher and more 

variable pitch, slower tempo and clearer articulation of vow-

els than in speech addressed to adults.”11 

Is this a problem? Do dogs like it or care, or do they sim-

ply tolerate it because they have no choice? And why exactly 

do we engage in this bizarre behavior?

A study published in 2017 tried to shed some light on 

pet-directed speech. The researchers learned that although 

people are more likely to use baby talk with young puppies, 

they also consistently use this speech pattern with older dogs. 

For their part, young puppies were more drawn to baby talk 

than normal human speech, while older dogs seemed to ig-

nore it.12 

Thus, with dogs, it seems like we sometimes prefer to 

treat them like children, no matter how old and mature they 
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are. Does baby talk harm dogs? Probably not in itself. Since 

it nearly always expresses our affection, many dogs probably 

enjoy it to one degree or another. Then again, older and other 

dogs may find it grating and confusing, much like human 

adults would if spoken to that way. Observe your own dog to 

see what their reaction is, if anything, to this type of speech. 

However, animal ethicists aren’t so keen on baby talk be-

cause they say it may reinforce a tendency to “infantilize” dogs 

and ignore their intelligence and agency as individual beings 

with specific, dog-related needs, such as the need to run free 

with other dogs. Similar to when people dress up dogs in pink 

tutus or tartan sweaters, baby talk may encourage people to 

treat dogs like toys or dolls, as unaware objects to play with, 

rather than as subjective, sentient individuals. 

TURN DOWN THE VOLUME:  
PROTECT YOUR DOG’S HEARING 

With the senses of smell and taste, we’ve discussed how sen-

sory deprivation can be a serious freedom inhibitor. The op-

posite is more often true with hearing. Our world can at times 

be very loud and noisy, and certain sounds can be very dis-

tressing to our canine companions, so an important freedom 

enhancer is to respect a dog’s need for quiet and to avoid au-

ditory overload. We might like to turn AC/DC or Spinal Tap 

up to eleven, but it is likely that screeching, feedback-filled 

rock music is actually painful to a dog’s ear. If you like to play 

loud music — or if you do anything that creates very loud, 

high-pitched noise, like running a vacuum cleaner or using 
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power tools — always make sure your dog has a place to go 

that is protected from the sound. 

Above all, pay attention to a dog’s behavior for signs that 

an environment is too painfully noisy for them, for whatever 

reason. For instance, Jessica once attended a summer Gin 

Blossoms concert at an outdoor venue in Fort Collins, Col-

orado. In theory, it was an ideal venue to bring a dog, and 

people were spread out on blankets and folding chairs in the 

grass. However, perhaps because the concert was outdoors, 

the sound was turned up so loud that the music was actually 

distorted, and Jessica had to cover her ears with her hands 

and leave early because the sound was physically painful. She 

wasn’t alone. About fifteen feet away from her was a couple 

with their dog, who was clearly agitated, with his ears pulled 

back, tail down, and panting. His owners seemed totally 

oblivious to the dog’s discomfort and showed no intentions 

of leaving. 

Just as with people, it’s also likely that dogs can suffer 

permanent damage and hearing loss from long-term expo-

sure to extremely loud noises. There has been no research 

into noise-related canine hearing loss, but plenty of research 

confirms the effects on human hearing, and there’s no reason 

to think that a dog’s ears are any less sensitive to damage. It’s 

well known that hunting dogs can experience noise-induced 

hearing loss. Even the sound of a single gunshot or explosion, 

if it occurs too close to a dog, can rupture the eardrum or 

damage the inner ear. Further, ear infections can also cause 

permanent hearing loss if not treated properly. 

We owe it to our dogs to pay close attention to all the 

sounds we expose them to and to do what we can to protect 
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their long-term health. However, perhaps the easiest hearing- 

related freedom enhancer you can provide for your dog is to 

silence their dog tag. If dogs could talk, that might be their 

number-one noise complaint. The constant jingling of the tag 

on their collar gets in the way of listening to the world around 

them, particularly when they are walking, running, or play-

ing, and this keeps them from fully using their acute sense of 

hearing to experience their surroundings. Tag silencers — lit-

tle neoprene covers that hold the tags together — are a cheap  

intervention that will be greatly appreciated by your dog. 

BE SENSITIVE TO NOISE PHOBIAS
Many dog guardians know that certain sounds send their ca-

nine companion into a tizzy fit. Some of the common culprits 

are fireworks, gun sounds, and thunder. Indeed, studies sug-

gest that nearly half, and perhaps as many as three-fourths, 

of all family dogs are afraid of certain noises and will show 

at least one behavioral sign of fear when exposed to them.13 

These behavioral signs include trembling, shaking, panting, 

salivating, hiding, and peeing or pooping in the house. These 

fear responses are often called noise phobias, particularly when 

the fear is related to a specific stimulus (such as a thunder-

storm) and when the behavioral response is extreme, such as 

scratching through a wooden door trying to escape. 

People may chuckle when they pop Bubble Wrap and 

their dog trembles in fright, but noise phobias are no laugh-

ing matter. The trembling is a sign of acute stress, and stress, 

as we know, is bad for your health. When people get genuinely 
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scared, they sometimes joke that it “just took a year off my 

life!” Well, there is some truth to this, and we should take 

these fears seriously. Our dogs deserve it. 

To help reduce the chance that noise phobias will develop, 

we can avoid exposing puppies to frightening sounds, and we 

can socialize puppies to a wide variety of sounds. There’s some 

evidence that early exposure to a frightening sound increases 

the risk of developing a related phobia, so as much as possi-

ble, protect puppies from sudden or loud noises. Then, some 

people also find that gradual desensitization to a scary sound 

can help prevent phobias and, in some cases, help a dog move 

past their fears. As part of their puppy socialization classes, the 

Humane Society of Boulder Valley (Colorado) includes a grad-

ual exposure to the sound of fireworks. A very soft recording 

of fireworks popping is played in the background while the 

puppies are given a constant stream of treats and praise. Each 

week the volume is increased just a bit. The puppies don’t even 

notice the fireworks because they are so interested in getting 

treats and playing with the other puppies. 

Despite these efforts, dogs may still develop aversions 

to certain sounds, and we must do our best to protect our 

friends from them. In addition, noise sensitivity can be an in-

dicator of pain, so when dogs show fear or anxiety with loud 

noises, a visit to the veterinarian may be in order.14 In extreme 

cases, dogs with noise phobias may need to see a behavioral 

specialist. Prescription medications may help relieve anxiety 

in some dogs, and they could be used prophylactically in sit-

uations where people cannot control the source of a noise, 

such as thunderstorms and July Fourth fireworks.15 
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DOGS NEED YOU, NOT THE RADIO
Sometimes when a dog must be left alone for long periods 

of time, people turn on the TV or radio, hoping that this will 

comfort or “entertain” the dog the way it might a person. 

However, this may not actually be doing a dog any favors. It’s 

unlikely that television images — even of jumping squirrels 

— music, or an audiobook will be inherently interesting to 

them. If anything, the noise of a TV or radio might interfere 

with a dog’s ability to hear outside sounds, which might be 

more important. Most dogs consider it a vital part of their 

job to protect their family and their home, so they may prefer 

to spend their day listening to “natural” sounds from outside, 

which are likely more interesting, stimulating, and enriching.  

Leaving a radio on all day won’t hurt a dog (unless the 

volume is too loud), and indeed, some dog trainers and vet-

erinarians report that certain kinds of music and recorded 

sounds can have a calming effect and may have some appli-

cation in treating separation anxiety and noise phobias.16 But 

all in all, TV, radio, and music aren’t substitutes for human 

interaction. The best treatment for separation anxiety, loneli-

ness, and boredom is to not leave a dog alone for long periods 

of time. 
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Play
A Kaleidoscope of the Senses

We’ve left our discussion of social play behavior until 

the end because play is a kaleidoscope of the senses. 

Play nicely draws together our discussion of how 

dogs use their senses in tandem to understand and interact 

with the world, other dogs, and humans. Play obviously in-

volves sight and touch, as dogs watch one another closely 

and chase, mouth, and wrestle with one another. Play also 

involves hearing and vocalizing, as dogs emit play pants and 

play growls, and smell must certainly play a role, since odors 

are all-important to dogs. That only leaves taste, which is 

probably least important during play, but who knows? Per-

haps when dogs mouth one another they are learning more 

than we realize. 

That said, what is play? This deceptively simple question 

has troubled researchers for many years. We usually think we 

know it when we see it, but defining social play in a way that 

can guide research has been tricky. Some years ago, Marc and 

behavioral ecologist John Byers created a definition that in-

corporates many of the common features of play they and 

others have observed among various mammals. At the time 
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they developed this definition, John had been studying wild 

pigs, or peccaries, in Arizona, and Marc was studying various 

members of the dog family, including domestic dogs, wolves, 

coyotes (captive and wild), jackals, and foxes. Here is the defi-

nition they came up with: 

Social play is an activity directed toward another 

individual in which actions from other contexts are 

used in modified forms and in altered sequences. 

Some actions also are not performed for the same 

amount of time during play as they are when animals 

are not playing. 

As you may notice, this definition centers on what ani-

mals do when they play; in other words, it names the struc-

ture that defines play, rather than focusing on the possible 

functions of play.

HOW DOGS PLAY 
Defining play correctly, so that we can in fact recognize it 

when we see it, is the first step to understanding play’s many 

functions, or why it’s important. What this definition basi-

cally means is that play is a potpourri of different actions 

from different contexts, and a dog’s modifications of these 

actions and their use out of context are what help define them 

as play. For example, play often involves biting, but the bit-

ing is controlled so that it doesn’t cause pain or injury, as it 

would in the context of a fight. Restraint in play is called “self- 

handicapping.” High-ranking dogs will also often allow 

themselves to be “dominated” in play, and this is called “role 
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reversing.” If this is done during play, there is no fear that 

they are going to be beat up or that another dog will try to 

usurp their position. Dogs act these ways during play because 

they know it’s safe to do so. Canine play also has some unique 

behavioral elements that are not frequently seen in other con-

texts, such as the “play bow.” This action is called a bow be-

cause it involves a dog crouching on their forelimbs, sticking 

their butt in the air, and perhaps wagging their tail or barking. 

The play bow is recognized by other dogs as an invitation to 

play. 

Just like the human playground, where playing children 

learn important lessons about fairness and socializing, animals 

learn to cooperate and to play fairly when they’re romping 

around with their friends. Research has consistently shown 

that animals follow four basic rules of fairness during play: 

Ask first, be honest, follow the rules, and admit when you’re 

wrong. A lot of people get nervous when dogs play roughly, 

but the vast majority of play bouts among dogs are fair, and 

play only rarely escalates into real aggression. Melissa Shyan 

and her colleagues discovered that fewer than 0.5 percent of 

play fights in dogs developed into conflict, and only half of 

these were clearly aggressive encounters.1

If someone does something wrong while playing, dogs 

will correct one another with a mild rebuke that says some-

thing like, “Hey, I thought we were playing. You can’t do that 

if you want to keep playing with me.” Finally, play is always 

voluntary. During play, dogs can quit whenever they want to, 

and others often seem to know when one dog has had enough 

for the moment. 

Of course, it can take some work to become skilled at 

distinguishing playful encounters from fighting, or from 
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encounters that have an aggressive or agonistic element. We 

hope this chapter helps. It’s unfortunate when people don’t 

realize when play is just play and so break up a play session. 

People frequently do this at dog parks, for example; they 

misinterpret growling and barking as meaning that dogs are 

angry, when in fact they are only playing. Data show we need 

to give dogs credit for knowing what they’re doing when they 

play. So, be a careful observer, let dogs be dogs and have lots 

of fun with their friends, and remember that play rarely esca-

lates into real aggression.

THE IMPORTANCE OF PLAY
Providing our canine companions with ample opportunities 

to play with their friends and to meet new playmates is one 

of the easiest and most important enrichments we can offer. 

People may mistakenly believe that play, because it’s fun and 

frivolous, is “extra” or not necessary. However, the opportu-

nity for play — and lots of it — is crucial for a dog’s happi-

ness and well-being. In addition to being fun and enjoyable, 

play serves many functions and helps satisfy a whole range of 

biological, emotional, social, and cognitive needs.2 It provides 

social and physical engagement with others that’s necessary 

for individuals to develop the social skills they need to be 

card-carrying members of their species. 

That is, play helps develop and maintain social bonds and 

skills, builds motor skills, and is a great form of aerobic and 

anaerobic exercise. Play is cognitively challenging because, 

for example, it involves animals learning how hard they can 

bite, how to avoid running into things as they go nuts with 
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their playmates, and how to read the complex composite sig-

nals of other dogs and people, often while on the run.3 Play 

is emotionally engaging because it makes dogs feel happy. 

When dogs and other animals play, they’re clearly enjoying 

what they’re doing. Animals often play just for the hell of it 

because it feels good. Play can also be an icebreaker and have 

what’s called an anxiolytic effect; that is, it reduces anxiety 

during tense situations, thereby preventing escalation to an 

aggressive encounter. 

For all these reasons, social play is essential for sheltered 

dogs, since it helps them learn the requisite social skills they 

need for when they’re adopted and sharing a home with 

human companions. The organization called Dogs Playing 

for Life (DPFL) provides a joy-filled enrichment program 

that allows sheltered dogs to enjoy their time together and to 

romp with their friends while awaiting adoption; for an in-

spiring example, see DPFL’s video, “The Playgroup Change,” 

which shows how these dogs love to play.4 As DPFL makes 

clear, the social skills these dogs learn are good not only for 

them but also for the people with whom they will live.

In addition, play helps dogs and other animals “train  

for the unexpected,” or develop behavioral flexibility. The 

kaleidoscopic nature, unpredictability, and randomness of 

the actions that arise during play are inherent to play itself. 

Animals lost in play truly don’t know who will do what next. 

Based on an extensive review of available literature on play 

behavior in numerous species, Marc and his colleagues Marek 

Špinka and Ruth Newberry have suggested that this is one 

reason animals play: to practice improvising when faced with 

novel situations. For example, humping can follow biting; 
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chasing can follow mouthing and wrestling; growling can fol-

low face-licking; and at any moment, dogs may jump up, run 

around frenetically, and then leap at one another and wrestle 

once again.5 By increasing the versatility of movements and 

the ability to recover from sudden shocks, such as loss of bal-

ance and falling over, play can enhance the ability of dogs to 

cope emotionally with unexpected stressful situations. To ob-

tain this “training for the unexpected,” dogs actively seek and 

create unexpected situations in play, which may be another 

reason why they actively put themselves into disadvantageous 

positions and situations.

It’s especially important for puppies to play. Play is part of 

the natural behavioral repertoire of many infant and juvenile 

wild and domesticated animals, including the wild relatives 

of domestic dogs. Indeed, play behavior among infants and 

juveniles has likely evolved in a wide range of species because 

it helps young animals develop into more successful adults. 

Much the same is said about human children. Play is critical 

for individuals to become functional members of their spe-

cies, and during childhood, it provides early training in many 

of the skills individuals need to learn. 

PLAY IS ITS OWN REWARD:  
ALL PLAY IS GOOD PLAY

Some dog owners get downright angry if they arrive at the 

dog park and their dog refuses to play with other dogs, or they 

worry that something is wrong with their dog. However, re-

member that play is voluntary, and for a number of reasons, 

dogs may prefer to do something else in any given moment. 
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Some dogs may simply be more interested in sniffing along 

the fence, while other dogs may not see anyone they want to 

play with; dogs can be extremely picky about their playmates. 

There’s nothing wrong with this, and a picky dog will often get 

coaxed into playing eventually because dog play is contagious. 

Of course, dogs who have not been well socialized or who have 

experienced past trauma may be uncomfortable around other 

dogs and may be reluctant to play. Tragically, some dogs who 

never learned how to play as puppies can struggle with it as 

adults. However, even with these dogs, patience, time, and op-

portunity are usually all that are needed for many nonplaying 

dogs to become players and learn to do it well. 

In addition, all play is good play. It doesn’t always have 

to involve other dogs. Dogs typically love to play with their 

human companions, as we enjoy playing with our dogs, 

whether in games of tug-of-war and hide-and-seek or in in-

formal, improvised games, tricks, and teasing — such as a 

dog grabbing the ball just as their human bends down to pick 

it up. Although there is no research into the canine sense of 

humor, many people will attest that their dog does, indeed, 

seem to find certain things amusing.6 Some dogs also develop 

games and forms of playful interactions with any other spe-

cies who live in the home, whether cats or birds. 

Finally, dogs also like to play by themselves. Jessica’s ca-

nine friend Poppy, for example, loves to toss socks and pine-

cones through the air so she can chase them, and Bella will 

sometimes use her front paws to bury her ball in the snow so 

that she can hunt for it again. 

One kind of solitary play activity, particularly in puppies, is 

what are sometimes called “zoomies.” Another, more scientific 
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term for this behavior is “frenetic random activity periods,” or 

FRAPs. Zoomies are high-energy bursts of activity in which 

dogs look like they are possessed by the devil, after which they 

often lay down exhausted as if they’ve run a marathon. Dog 

trainer Steven Lindsay, one of the few people to write formally 

about zoomies, describes the behavior as solitary, spontaneous, 

and undirected play. He notes as follows:

The spectacle may cause first-time dog owners to 

suspect that their dog has momentarily lost its mind. 

Dogs exhibiting such behavior appear to be pos-

sessed by a torrent of spontaneous locomotor im-

pulses. They rush about as though careening around 

obstacles or fleeing from a nonexistent pursuer clos-

ing in from behind. Occasionally, a dog may appear 

to scramble forward faster than its body can follow, 

creating a hunched-up appearance as it steers wildly 

along its frenetic path. As the playful release reaches 

a climax, the dog may display a wide open-mouthed 

smile, wedging its ears back.7

Why do dogs engage in zoomies? Nobody really knows, 

and it may be different for each dog. Puppies seem to en-

gage in zoomies more than adult dogs, and some dogs zoom 

more than others. When she was ten months old, Poppy was 

very much into zoomies, and Poppy’s human, Sage, thinks 

that zoomies give Poppy an adrenaline rush. When asked 

what triggers Poppy to do zoomies, Sage answered, “Being 

a jerk.” When Poppy has been teasing other dogs through a 

fence, stealing things from other dogs, or disobeying Sage, 
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the zoomies begin. Jessica’s older dogs don’t do zoomies very 

often, but the one reliable trigger for both dogs is a bath. As 

soon as they get released from being dried off, they zoom 

around the house for a few minutes before collapsing in ex-

haustion. Another trigger for Bella is running through the tall 

grasses in an open field behind the local high school. Sud-

denly, Bella will just start to race around in playful circles and 

be crazy. Then, just as abruptly, she will stop and go back to 

the regular business of walking, as if nothing had happened. 

There’s no reason to try to stop zoomies, but if you have 

a zooming dog, make sure your dog can’t get hurt by running 

into things that may topple or by tripping over an electric 

cord, and so on. And make sure to protect yourself. A super- 

excited dog can easily take out a kneecap. Just keep watch, 

step back, and keep your knees bent, so your legs can absorb 

the shock if your dog accidentally zooms into you. 

As with so many other aspects of dog behavior, detailed 

studies of zoomies are sorely needed, and we look forward to 

seeing the results of these projects. For whoever does the re-

search, it will certainly be a lot of fun. And, who knows, they 

might jump right in and zoom themselves. 

In summary, it’s essential that people learn how to iden-

tify play behavior in their dogs and then let their dogs play 

to their hearts’ content. As with other types of behavior, play 

provides a great opportunity for us to learn about our own 

dog and about dogs in general. So make a play ethogram and 

carefully observe your dog’s playful interactions. Who knows 

what you may discover?
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The State and 
Future of  Dogs

Captivity is the state of being for our companion dogs, 

and as we’ve stressed, captivity carries significant costs. 

It’s not easy for dogs to live as our pets. Being “good 

dogs” requires a continual stream of limitations to their 

natural dogness. Regardless of whether dogs have “chosen” 

to evolve with us, they have very little choice in the specific 

human environments in which they live their lives, and often 

they have very little control over what they’re allowed to do. 

There is a crucial asymmetry in the human-dog relationship: 

We enjoy many freedoms and our dogs don’t. Dogs have only 

as much freedom as we allow them.

Because of the various constraints we place on the natural 

behavioral repertoire of our dogs, all pet dogs are behavior-

ally challenged to some degree. They are struggling to adapt, 

even when it seems as if they aren’t. It is the obligation of every 

dog guardian to make this struggle a little easier, to minimize 

the costs of captivity and reduce the daily deprivations expe-

rienced by our dogs as they try to adapt to our homes and  

neighborhoods. We can do this through paying careful atten-

tion to who dogs really are and what they really need. 

Our basic message, and the basic freedom enhancer we’ve 
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tried to emphasize throughout this book, is to let your dog 

be a dog, as much as possible, as often as possible, and with as 

much patience and goodwill as possible. As you do this, pay 

close attention to your dog’s unique personality and idiosyn-

crasies. Each dog is truly a distinct individual. 

As the Beatles said so well, we all get by with a little help 

from our friends. We sometimes forget that the human-dog 

friendship is two-sided. We need to hold up our end of the 

friendship by being proactive in providing a good life for our 

companions. We need to find ways to adapt ourselves and our 

homes to our dogs. Enhancements and enrichments don’t fix 

the underlying disease of captivity, but they go a long way to-

ward making the lives of our dogs happier and more fulfilled.

TEN WAYS TO MAKE YOUR DOG  
HAPPIER AND MORE CONTENT

  1. Let your dog be a dog.

  2. Teach your dog how to thrive in human environ-

ments.

  3. Have shared experiences with your dog.

  4. Be grateful for how much your dog can teach you.

  5. Make life an adventure for your dog. 

  6. Give your dog as many choices as possible.

  7. Make your dog’s life interesting by providing va-

riety in feeding, walking, and making friends. 

  8. Give your dog endless opportunities to play.

  9. Give your dog affection and attention every day.

 10. Be loyal to your dog. 
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People often report that their dog is their most important 

source of emotional support. The reason? “My dog loves me 

for who I am,” people often reply. When we love and respect 

dogs for who they are, it is a win-win for everybody. We are 

most fortunate to have dogs in our lives, and we must work 

for the day when all dogs are fortunate to have us in their 

lives, too.
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