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Biologists, historians, anthropologists, and archaeologists have spent years arguing over how the bond between humans and dogs—now many thousands of years old—came to be. But since dogs live in the moment—and I try to follow their example—I’d like to put forth a theory of my own that relates only to dogs as they are today. Dogs and humans are alike in one way that is so fundamental to our being, neither species can survive without it. Like human beings, dogs are eternally attracted to the concept of family.

When they live in the wild, most canids naturally arrange themselves into family-based packs. Even if the dogs aren’t related to one another by blood, the bonds of living and surviving together turn them into a smoothly functioning unit. Within that unit, there forms a loyalty, a trust, and an understanding so deep, we as humans can only look on with awe. These are the qualities we dream of having in our own relationships with the families that we are born into and the families we create, but being “only human,” we often fall short. But when we bring dogs into our lives, we have access to their inborn integrity. By making dogs full-fledged members of our families, we have the ability to make those human families stronger.

In our human society, the definitions of family are always adapting and changing. In some parts of the world, families consist of many generations of related members, still bound together in tribal groups or clans in the struggle to survive. Here in America, the concept of the “average” household being a mom, a dad, and two-point-five kids has shifted to include blended families from various marriages and divorces, as well as single-sex couples living together, with or without kids. We have aunts and uncles and cousins; godfathers and godmothers; in-laws; stepsiblings and foster siblings. To me, even all these titles limit the true definition of family. When an owner calls me in to help a dog, what I am really there to do is to create an orderly, functioning pack out of what appears to the owner as chaos. That pack can be anything from a single woman and her one dog living in a small apartment, to a monastery filled with twenty candidates for the priesthood and their watchdog, to a college sorority house and their canine mascot, to a senior citizens’ home and the therapy dogs that regularly visit there. To me, a pack is a family; they are one and the same. And wherever you have a dog that needs a home, you have the potential for a fantastic pack.

But although we yearn to include dogs as members of our families, we often don’t work together as families to welcome them into our human world. Just as it takes a village to raise a child, it takes a whole family to create a smoothly running pack. My intent with this book is to invite myself into your family throughout these pages. I want to stand by your side and guide you and your family through every phase of your dog’s life, from the day you bring her home, to the day you say good-bye and celebrate her life and death. I hope this book will reach out to every member of your family—from youngest to oldest—and invite each of them to participate in a way of connecting with dogs that creates balance for dogs and humans alike. This connection doesn’t really require money, and it doesn’t really require any great level of education or intelligence. What it does require is putting common sense and instinct first, and understanding that sometimes what seems best for the human is not the best thing for the dog.

I believe a strong family is the foundation of all achievement. If we have a family behind us cheering us on—whether that means just one dog or one human, or ten people or fifty dogs—we have a springboard of support to reach any dreams to which we dare aspire. Since my own human family is such a big part of my own mission, I have enlisted their help in the writing of this book. My wife, Ilusion, speaks to women in Chapter 9, and my sons, Calvin and Andre, offer their advice to kids in Chapter 10. I also include the wisdom of the dogs that are always members of our family, especially Daddy, the oldest member of my pack, and Junior, the youngest. Ilusion, Calvin, Andre, and I are always learning from the wisdom our dogs share with us. Dogs teach us to live in the now. They teach us that the trappings of our human existence don’t matter so much in the long run—as long as we celebrate the moment, and never forget to appreciate one another.

If we remember to fulfill their needs first, dogs can add so much to our human families. A dog will always have your back, no matter what. With a dog in your life, you will never feel alone. And if you do, just go to a shelter. There is always a dog there, waiting, just looking forward to becoming a member of a family.
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A MATCH MADE IN HEAVEN:

Determining the Right Dog
 for You and Your Family
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Cesar and Molly


When eleven-year-old Jack Sabato first spotted the little male Pomeranian-papillon mix, his eyes lit up. “This one looks like Dixie!” he excitedly called out to his mother, the Academy Award–nominated actress Virginia Madsen. The little dog in the cage in the back of the van clearly reminded Jack of his adored but recently departed shepherd mix.

Virginia is a valued client of mine. Several years ago, she called me in to help with Dixie’s issues of constantly bolting from the yard. Virginia was an ideal client who picked up on the concept of leadership right away, and Dixie turned out to be a dream-come-true as a family dog for thirteen happy years. Now that Dixie had passed away at the age of fourteen, Virginia called for my advice again in selecting the right new dog to add to her pack—which consisted of her, her son, and their aging French bulldog, Spike. This was going to be an interesting and important case for me. What if the family’s choice for a dog went against my own instincts? I could give advice, but it was, after all, ultimately their decision.

Virginia told me she wanted a small dog. United Hope for Animals, a group that rescues death-row cases from both Mexico and Southern California, had kindly answered my call to bring up a van full of possible candidates for Virginia and her son to choose from. Jack immediately gravitated toward Foxy, the two-year-old male that reminded him of Dixie. Virginia preferred Belle, a female Chihuahua mix. I showed Jack how to present Spike—rear first—to the other dogs while they were in their kennels in the back of the van, to help smooth the way for an off-leash meeting. Then mother and son took their respective choices into the backyard, to observe their off-leash behavior, and to see how well they interacted with Spike.

From the first moment in the backyard, Foxy’s energy became clear. Though he looked adorable—with bright, dark eyes, a foxlike muzzle, and soft, fluffy, reddish fur—his behavior betrayed him as an insecure, dominating male. Foxy’s first order of business was to take a thorough tour of the yard, marking his territory everywhere he went. For me, that was a red flag right off the bat, especially considering the new dog would be sharing his home with another male, Spike. If Foxy was to be the family’s choice, there were going to be dominance issues; and for ten-year-old Spike—a laid-back guy who had enjoyed calm, mellow golden years while living with Dixie—that would no doubt be a very stressful experience. Belle the Chihuahua mix, on the other hand, was curious yet respectful of her new environment. When Foxy spotted Spike’s dog bed on the patio, he headed for it and lay on it, wriggling on his back to cover it with his scent. Spike approached to become a part of the action, and Foxy snapped at him to drive him away. When Jack reached out for Foxy, Foxy nipped at Jack as well.

But Jack was clearly enamored with Foxy. “I love the way he’s so affectionate with me,” he said. “She’s affectionate, too,” his mother said of Belle, “whereas he kind of bit you.” “Yeah, but that’s cool!” Jack protested. Foxy’s physical appeal and resemblance to Dixie were powerful forces in driving his choices. Jack was like most potential dog owners—deep, often unconscious personal needs were driving his instant attachment to this particular dog. “I like that he’s so active,” he said to his mother. “But is that right for Spike?” she asked him cautiously. “Are we getting a dog for you, or for all of us?” Ms. Madsen had zeroed in on exactly the right question. Getting a family dog should always be a pack—and not an individual—decision.

Selecting the right dog is the first and perhaps most important step in creating the wonderful family experience of adding a new canine member to your household pack. Of course, many of you who own a dog have already gone through this process—some of you with great results; others, disappointing ones. Never fear; I maintain that nearly all common dog problems can be fixed—or at least, greatly improved—by those honest and dedicated owners who are willing to do the work to rehabilitate their dogs, and retrain themselves. In fact, if you do own a dog, you may be tempted to skip this chapter, but I suggest you buckle down and get everyone in the family to read it. First, it will contain reviews of basic skills and procedures I outlined in my two previous books and about which I talk often in my television show. Second, it will be useful for you in your attempt to get honest with yourself about the current state of your relationship with your dog. You can begin to assess which methods that you’ve been using have worked with your dog, and which methods have not. And you can begin to look honestly at your own family and family dynamics as part of the problem with your dog—but also, as the biggest part of the solution!

After spending some time with Belle in the backyard and seeing how effortlessly she brought out the young pup in Spike, Virginia Madsen’s son, Jack, put his emotions aside and agreed that Belle rather than Foxy would be the best match for their whole family. I was impressed. It takes a lot of maturity and wisdom for an eleven-year-old boy to do what’s best for everybody, not just himself. I left the adoption certain that the Madsen pack was going to be just fine.

MORTGAGES AND DOGS

One of the things I’ve learned in America is that when people are getting ready to buy a house for the first time, they make sure to educate themselves thoroughly about real estate. From knowing nothing one day, suddenly, potential home buyers will learn everything about mortgages, loans, percentages, APRs, taxes, and how much they’ll end up paying over twenty or thirty years. The adults, or whoever happens to be the pack leaders who will be paying the mortgage, usually make a very careful decision based on where they need to be, what they can afford, and what will have the best long-term value. Of course, there is always an emotional component to buying a house—but the practical aspects of it overrule the emotional. If the new homeowners make the wrong decision and get in over their heads, the consequences are dire for them, so they do everything in their power to avoid long-term disaster. When it comes to buying a home, most Americans truly understand commitment. But when it comes to adopting a dog that will likely be a member of their family from nine to sixteen years, it’s another story. More often than not, people choose their dogs on an impulse with no planning or logic. If they become unhappy with their decision, they know the Humane Society will always be there to bail them out—even if it is ultimately at the cost of the dog’s life.

When people buy homes, they hire knowledgeable Realtors to help them navigate the complex housing market. I would like to be your “Realtor” in the dog world, to help educate you and your family so that you make a solid, conscious decision about the dog you want to bring into your life.

BE HONEST WITH YOURSELF

Making the right decision from the start may seem daunting. The best way to start is to make an honest assessment of your family’s lifestyle and energy level…even if that “family” will only be composed of you and your dog. Without an idea of who you are and what your own energy is, you run the risk of bringing an incompatible energy into your home. Why is unflinching honesty so important? Because you can fool many people about who you really are inside, but you’ll never be able to fool a dog. That’s because a dog doesn’t care about your clothes or your hair, how much money you make, or what kind of car you drive. All the dog cares about is what kind of energy you are projecting. Your energy—that is, your essence, your true self—will determine for that dog how to be around you. For a dog, there are only two positions in any situation: leader or follower. If you are showing your dog that you have what is considered “weak energy”—for example, if you’re tense, anxious, overly emotional, or insecure as a person—then your dog will automatically feel that he has to fill in the gaps for you in those areas. It’s in a dog’s DNA to try to keep the pack stable. Unfortunately for both dog and human, this approach usually backfires when a dog tries to take over and run the show in the human world. In my work, I see again and again how dogs form issues because of their reaction to their owners’ energy—and yet the owners have no clue how their own behavior is affecting their dogs. You can avoid this problem altogether by starting the whole process from an unflinchingly honest place. But self-honesty cannot take place without good information, and many of my clients have either no information about how to choose a dog, or they have the wrong information. And sometimes, the results of a “bad match” between human and dog can have devastating consequences.

SELF-ASSESSMENT GUIDELINES

The first step in creating a match made in heaven is to call a “family meeting” of all pack members. If it’s just you, call in the help of a friend or family member who knows you well and isn’t afraid to be honest. Whatever your situation, please ask these three basic questions before you embark on the major commitment of bringing a dog home:

1. What are our real reasons for wanting to bring a dog into our lives?

The dog you choose will figure out those reasons, even if you aren’t consciously aware of them. For example, if two parents want to get a dog to keep a lonely child company, the dog may become so protective of that child, it causes problems. If a mom wants a dog because her kids are leaving the nest, the dog may pick up on her neediness, as well as her resentments toward the rest of her family members, and make them targets. When we make animals totally responsible for fulfilling our own unspoken needs, we place too much weight on their shoulders. Avoiding such a situation starts with a family meeting in which all these issues are laid out on the table…before the dog comes home with you.

2. Is everybody in the family on the same page when it comes to wanting a dog?

If the kids beg and plead and persuade Dad to bring a dog home, but Mom is resentful because she knows she’ll end up taking care of it, the dog is going to pick up on her anger and react accordingly. If a group of roommates bring a dog home but one of the roommates wants nothing to do with the dog, that may be a recipe for some aggression problems toward the “unfriendly” roommate. No matter what the makeup of your family “pack”—be it a frat house at a college looking for a mascot, or a retired couple looking for a late-life “child”—every member of that pack needs to be equally committed to adding a canine companion to the mix.

3. Is everyone in the family aware of and prepared to take on the very real responsibilities—including the financial burdens—involved in caring for a dog? Is everyone willing to pitch in and take part in leadership as well as affection?

Everyone in the family must be aware of the realities of dog ownership. That means everyone needs to be familiar with my three-part fulfillment formula for creating a balanced dog.




BASICS REFRESHER
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Cesar’s Fulfillment Formula

Every dog needs…


1. Exercise (in the form of a minimum of two thirty-minute structured walks with a pack leader, twice a day)

2. Discipline (clearly communicated and consistently enforced rules, boundaries, and limitations)

3. Affection (in the form of physical affection, treats, playtime)


…but in that order! Though you may be adopting a dog in order to give it love, the reality is dogs need a lot more than love to keep them balanced. A good pack leader shows love by fulfilling the dog in all three areas—in the right sequence.



ARE THE KIDS READY FOR A DOG?

I don’t believe any child is ever too young to have a dog. Raising a baby around dogs is a fantastic way to communicate a love and respect for Mother Nature from the start, because babies have no issues, and they are very connected to nature. With older children, in my opinion, there is no best age to bring a dog into a family, but if you are going to try to make the dog a child’s responsibility, you had better know your child well…because even if you don’t, the dog will have his or her number.

If your family includes a parent or guardian and children, you are likely to wake up one day and hear your kids tell you they just have to have a dog. It’s up to you as a parent to figure out if they’re asking as a whim, or if they are really serious. When a child sees a puppy in a window and simply must have that puppy, that is a child who needs leadership and guidance. It’s a classic “teaching moment.” Perhaps that first whim will eventually turn into a true commitment, but countless parents have paid the price for giving in to their kids’ “please” without carefully considering their decision—and its consequences.

It’s very easy for children to fall in love with the way a dog looks on the outside. A child might say he is serious about having a dog and use as an argument that he knows what kind of fur he wants, what size dog he wants, what kind of breed he is attracted to. Of course, liking a dog’s physical appearance can be important to the process of bonding a child to a dog, but as parents, we need to teach kids about the next level of commitment. If you adopt a dog for your kids, but no one in the household is really committed to that dog on a deep, lifelong level, the dog is going to know. Dogs are the best lie detectors in the world.

ENERGY LEVELS

As human beings, we tend to look at the world through a very self-centered lens. Because we think the way we think and communicate the way we communicate, we assume somehow the rest of the earth’s beings either do as we do—or are somehow inferior. The truth is that for all the advantages that language affords our species, in the grand scheme of life, it is a secondary means of communication. The universal language of nature is energy—the way all animals transmit their feelings and intentions to one another.

Every animal on earth is born with a particular level of energy. Energy transcends breed and bloodline, race and nationality. When choosing our friends, lovers, husbands, and wives, we usually unconsciously seek out an energy level that in some way complements our own. When selecting a dog, making sure your energy levels are compatible is the most important thing you can do, right from the beginning, to help predict a happy companionship down the line.
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Energy Levels

When selecting a dog, keep these energy levels in mind:


1. Very High: Constantly on the move, from dawn to dusk. Can walk or run for hours on end and still have energy to spare.

2. High: Very athletic, prefers very vigorous activities, but tires normally and is ready for sleep at the end of the day.

3. Medium: Seeks out normal physical activities, sometimes vigorous ones, but balances them with equal periods of rest.

4. Low: Your basic couch potato dog. Prefers rest to activity. A couple of regular walks a day will be plenty of exercise for him.




Humans selected dogs over generations for certain characteristics to create the breeds we have today. That’s why some breeds tend toward higher or lower athleticism, or other skills that require strength and stamina. Still, all dogs of a certain breed aren’t necessarily one energy or another. I’ve worked with mellow, low-energy Labradors and anxious, very-high-energy bulldogs. In the same litter, energy levels can vary wildly. Your goal as a successful dog owner is to find a dog with a lower energy level or the same energy level that you and your family (including any current dogs or pets you might have) possess. That’s why, even before you seek out your new dog, you need to know yourself. When people choose a dog with a higher energy level than themselves, it often results in frustration for both the humans and the dogs.

PETE AND CURLY: IRRECONCILABLE DIFFERENCES

The case of Pete Spano and his dog, Curly, is a perfect example of the heartache that can arise from choosing a dog with the wrong energy level. I met Pete in September of 2006, on the Dog Whisperer series’ first trip to New York City. He’s the real deal, a genuine Brooklynite, with a tough exterior and a heart of gold, and I liked him right away. Pete told me that a year earlier, he had headed down to the shelter to look for a dog to adopt. Once there, his hard-boiled New Yorker’s heart just melted for a hyperenergetic, short-haired Lab mix that rushed up to him, licked his hands, and looked up at him with pleading, soulful brown eyes. “That was it right there,” Pete told me. “He was the one.” Because of the dog’s goofy, playful demeanor, Pete named him Curly after the hyperactive Curly of the Three Stooges.

Pete described walking the thirty blocks back to his apartment with Curly as “like tuna fishing.” Curly pulled him all over the sidewalk, went crazy chasing every squirrel and every other dog that passed by, and stayed at a level-ten excitement all the way home. Pete saw a chance for a break when he came to a public dog park near the Museum of Natural History. He let Curly off his leash and—boom! Curly got into his first fight with another dog.

Over the next year, Curly’s aggressive, hyperactive behavior only escalated after living in Pete’s small one-bedroom Central Park apartment. Pete’s apartment building was dog friendly, but some of the other dogs in the building were equally as unstable as Curly, so fights in the hallways and elevator broke out all the time. Pete, who worked as the sexton for a historic and very busy Manhattan church, eventually resorted to taking Curly to the park at dawn or late at night, when he knew there wouldn’t be many other dogs around. He hired several dog trainers and tried every leash and collar known to man, but nothing made a difference. Pete was becoming exhausted, stressed out, and despondent, as Curly got involved in incident after incident. People in Pete’s life were suggesting he get rid of Curly, but he didn’t have the heart to take him back to the shelter and leave him to his fate. “People keep telling me, ‘Take him out to the country.’ What country?” Pete despaired. “I’m from Manhattan. I don’t know anyone in the country.”

The first thing I noticed about Pete during our consultation was his energy level. It was low. Pete was a kindhearted guy, hardworking and dedicated to his job, but very laid-back. Even his speech cadence was slow and deliberate. He was a smoker and not at all athletic. On the other hand, the first thing I noticed about Curly was his very, very high energy. From the moment Pete’s friends brought Curly into the room, he was all hyped up, pushing against and jumping on and trying to dominate everyone. While Curly was barging around the small apartment like a bull in a china shop, Pete was petting him and talking sweetly to him. “Do you see what you’re doing?” I asked Pete. Pete had no clue at all. He didn’t realize that he was feeding Curly’s hyperactive energy—and frustration—by giving him affection when the dog was all revved up at a level ten. During the consultation, Pete shared with me all of Curly’s recent transgressions. “He hates other dogs,” he told me. He had hurt at least two dogs so far and caused a nearby dog walker to be bitten by one of Curly’s “enemies” in a fit of redirected aggression. Pete described Curly as if he were a serious red-zone case…but that was not the vibe I was getting from this sleek, lanky guy. I was picking up anxiety, and a lot of frustration.

Without Pete, I took Curly into the mobile home that Dog Whisperer personnel use when we travel, and let him sit for a while with the balanced pack I had with me—Coco the Chihuahua, Sid the French bulldog, and Luigi the Chinese crested. It only took a moment for Curly to relax around the little dogs. Curly didn’t “hate” other dogs, and he didn’t even have a bad dog-aggression problem—not with balanced dogs, at least. But Pete clearly wasn’t giving Curly the kind of strong leadership he needed. He also wasn’t giving him enough exercise.

It was an unseasonably warm, clear September day. I put on my skates, took Curly into Central Park, and we started to run. At first, Curly had trouble keeping an even pace. He was used to controlling Pete, dragging him all over. Every time he saw a squirrel, he’d start to veer off. But eventually, he got into the zone. Then, he took off running! It was like taking a brand-new sports car out for its first spin on an open road! The fact that Curly wanted to chase the small animals he saw, plus the way he opened up at high speed, made me believe he was a Lab-greyhound mix. Although he was blond and muscular like a yellow Lab, his face had the long, narrow nose of a sight hound, and his body was tall and lean. And did he love to run! This was one of those cases where I was much more tired out than the dog at the end. It was a magical experience. I’m not a city guy by nature, but I think everyone should have the experience of Rollerblading with a beautiful dog through Central Park, at least once in his or her life!
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Cesar, LandRollers, and Curly


After the blading session, Curly was much mellower, and I was able to work with him and Pete in the park, on the street, and in the apartment. Pete really stepped up to the plate and worked hard. We even succeeded in walking Curly next to his sworn enemy, a huge Akita named Razor. At the end of a long, exhausting day, Pete and I sat down for a heart-to-heart. I talked about Curly’s needs as a high-energy dog, and the fact that Pete would not only need to be a better pack leader to Curly, but would also really need to up the vigorous exercise. Without the outlet to drain his abundant energy, Curly would never be able to shake the frustration and anxiety that was driving him to get into conflicts with other dogs. Pete listened hard to what I said to him, seeming a little overwhelmed by it all. As he put it, this was a “reality check” for him. Pete told me he really wanted to make the changes in his life that Curly would need to be a happy, fulfilled dog. But he worried that his job, his lifestyle, and his energy level would get in the way.

After we returned to California, our Dog Whisperer team kept in close touch with Pete, checking on his progress with Curly. I was so excited to hear that Pete had bought a bicycle so he could take Curly on fast rides through the park, and I cheered when he began wearing the nicotine patch to try to quit smoking. For a while there, it seemed as if Curly was really improving. But they had a big setback when Pete had to work long hours at his church during several weeks of special events and had to cut way back on his exercise time with Curly. Pete didn’t give up—that’s what I was most proud of. He loved Curly so much; he was actually working to change his whole life in order to make his dog’s life better. My philosophy is that sometimes we get the dogs we need, not the dogs we want. Pete was clinging to that philosophy—but by the end of January, he was very downhearted. Curly’s aggression had returned, and there had been another incident with a dog. Curly was a lawsuit waiting to happen. Both Curly and Pete were once again as miserable as they had been before my visit. Pete told our producers he didn’t think he could change his lifestyle enough to make Curly balanced. He didn’t want to give Curly back to the shelter, but he didn’t know what else to do.

Fortunately, my wife had a brainstorm. Curly was the perfect dog to come live at the Dog Psychology Center with the pack. He was a super-high-energy guy who would really thrive with all the hiking, swimming, and Rollerblading we do. Plus, living among the pack would help cure his dog aggression. Eventually, Curly might make a great dog for a really athletic California woman or man. And we had another New York trip planned for the near future.

On a painfully cold January morning, I met Pete and Curly on the street outside his Central Park West apartment building. Curly recognized me right away, which was helpful, since it was important for him not to think that going away with me was a “big deal,” just a new adventure. Even though Pete thanked me and said he knew this was the right thing for everyone, he was truly choked up as he watched us walk away. Pete tried his luck fostering another, lower-energy dog from the Dog Psychology Center, but finally admitted to himself that his current lifestyle just could not handle caring for a dog.

Despite its heartbreak, many situations like Pete’s don’t end as happily for the dog. Had we not come into Pete’s life, chances are a bite or a lawsuit would have forced him to give Curly away or take him back to the shelter. The National Council on Pet Population Study and Policy estimates that 40 percent of dogs are returned to shelters because of behavioral incompatibility.1 Being returned multiple times greatly increases the chances that a dog will be euthanized. Learning to recognize a dog’s energy—and understanding your own energy needs—is the key to preventing such extreme situations from happening at all. Curly had shown Pete many signs of his energy level at their first meeting in the shelter, but Pete interpreted the dog’s bouncing around in the cage, licking his hand, and “goofy” antics as “happiness.” And as Pete later admitted, he didn’t think at all about his own energy level and lifestyle when he brought Curly home with him.

ASSESSING YOUR FAMILY’S ENERGY

Evaluating a family’s energy can be tricky, because families are made up of individuals, all of whom may have different energy levels. But in general, every “pack” develops its own internal set of rituals and rules, even if those are unspoken. Here are some questions to help you discover your own family’s energy style.

1. What is your overall lifestyle?

Do the people in your pack have an active lifestyle? Is someone up every morning at six to run around the neighborhood track? Do the activities you enjoy together involve outdoor activities like camping, hiking, going to the beach, or skiing? An active family will have better luck with a higher-energy dog that can join in those activities than would, say, a family whose shared activities tend more toward lazy Sundays spent doing crossword puzzles or playing Scrabble. The second kind of family would definitely do better with a low-to medium-energy dog that enjoys relaxing next to them during their less physical pursuits, rather than a high-energy dog that will be pacing and whining with frustration.

2. What is your conflict-resolution style?

We all know families in which loud arguments, dramatic displays of emotions, and door slamming seem to be the norm when there’s a disagreement to be resolved or an opinion to be expressed. For some groups of people, this style of conflict resolution seems to work just fine among the humans—but it’s important to realize right off the bat that yelling at a dog will get you absolutely nowhere. Learning how to create calm-assertive energy among one another should be the first assignment for this style of human pack, even if they only practice it around the dog. Other packs seem to behave exactly the opposite when it comes to conflicts—there is no outward disagreement, but beneath the surface, anger and resentments are seething. These hidden emotions will be all too apparent to a dog and can contribute to his instability. Learning how to communicate more directly among one another should be a goal for this type of family…especially where the dog is concerned.

3. Are you a group of people who works together, functioning best as a unit, or do you seem to be sharing the same living space while everyone does his or her thing?

This is an important question to ask yourselves, because while human societies often function just fine when everyone seems to be going in separate directions, dog societies are always all about the group. There is no such thing as an “independent-minded” dog in a pack. A family that never connects on anything can be distressing for a dog, whose very instincts make him long for everyone to be on the same page. This isn’t to say your family needs to change its style completely, but when it comes to behavior and making major decisions regarding the dog, it’s essential that everybody rally and do the right thing together.

YOUR DOG AND THE COMMUNITY

Although the nuclear family is often seen as an island unto itself in American society, the truth is that when you adopt a new dog, you are also going to be affecting your friends, your neighbors, and the immediate community. Not only that, but the lifestyle of the area around you will also have a profound impact on your dog. This will become immediately apparent to you when you take your dog for his first walk through your neighborhood and have to contend with the various dogs and cats owned by your neighbors. Most of my clients have more problems with their dogs in the outside world than they do when their dog is in the house, and this often prompts them to isolate their dogs or deprive them of exercise, just to avoid the hassle. Long before this happens, you and your pack need to honestly weigh the needs and desires of your own group with the general welfare of the environment in which you live.

Let me give you an example from my own life. When I opened my Dog Psychology Center in South Los Angeles, the land I rented was a large lot in the middle of an industrial district. I soon discovered that many of the warehouse owners in the area keep fenced dogs as guards, and some even let off-leash dogs wander around outside to patrol their property! To make matters worse, many Los Angeles gangs have their “turf” on the periphery of my area. I often encounter dogs that gangs involve in their unlawful activities—from drug dealing to actual illegal dogfighting—either protecting property or wandering around, having either escaped or been abandoned. It became clear to me early on that I would have to keep all those factors in mind when creating an area in which my pack would live. That’s why there are double gates around the center—to keep my dogs from escaping, as well as to keep any unwanted neighborhood visitors out. In addition, I consider every dog’s temperament when I take him or her for a walk, bike, or Rollerblade in the area. It goes without saying that certain fearful, anxious, or nervous dogs, and especially dogs suffering with red-zone aggression, shouldn’t be around unpredictable, off-leash dogs until they are further along in their rehabilitation. Now that I am building a new Dog Psychology Center in a less-populated area in the Santa Clarita Valley, I will have to adapt both my facility and practices to the rules and realities of that new neighborhood. My dogs don’t exist in a vacuum—once I bring them into the local community, I have to take all those new factors into account, for both the sake of the dogs and the sake of all the rest of the people and animals living around us.

The community can have subtle and not-so-subtle influences on your dog. If your neighbors’ attitude toward your dog is “How dare you bring that beast into our space!” it’s very likely your dog is going to sense that negativity every time you’re out walking and encounter those neighbors, and their attitude will become a self-fulfilling prophecy. Dogs always reflect our energy right back to us, and if an acquaintance of yours looks at your dog with murder in her eyes, chances are the dog will dislike her right back.

Make sure you are totally familiar with the rules of your neighborhood association or apartment complex when it comes to pets, and fill out any necessary forms or applications. Do this far in advance; you don’t want to become attached to a pet that a landlord has the power to take away. If you live in a condo or apartment, you want to make sure all the neighbors on your floor or in your area know your plans. Even if they don’t like dogs, they will appreciate your concern for their feelings ahead of time more than if you just spring the dog on them without notice. These may seem like obvious suggestions, but you’d be surprised at the number of cases I’m called in to help where a dog has caused serious bad blood between owners and their neighbors.

HOOTIE AND THE NEIGHBORS

Pam Marks’s case is a good example of what can happen when someone moves into a neighborhood without considering the effect her dogs could have on the dynamics of the surrounding community. Pam owns four gorgeous, award-winning Australian shepherds. Two years ago, she called me in to help her with Hootie, her five-year-old agility-course “star,” which had developed a fear of kids after a traumatic incident. Pam says that now Hootie is 85 percent better during his tournaments—but shortly after our first consultation, she contacted me about another problem. Ever since Pam moved into her Woodland Hills neighborhood two years earlier, her next-door neighbors had taken issue with her dogs and had recently reported Hootie to animal control. What would prompt them to take such a drastic step? “When Pam first moved in, I came over to the fence to say hi to the dogs, and they must have been too excited, because he [Hootie] bit me,” Tim Bryson, Pam’s neighbor, told me. “From that day on, I was concerned, because I have three small children,” his wife, Carrie, added. Then, the week before my visit, Hootie had jumped the fence and chased after the kids for the second time since Pam moved in, sending Carrie Bryson into full-blown protective-mom mode. “That was really the final upset,” she said. “All of a sudden the dog just flew over the fence—again—and I just blew up. I was so afraid.”

The incident and the Brysons’ response to it had inflamed the simmering hostility between Pam’s pack of five (Pam plus her four dogs) and the Brysons’ pack of five. “It’s really difficult being right next door to someone when there’s tension like that. It’s really difficult,” Pam admitted. When I arrived on the scene, I learned that even when not jumping the fence, Hootie would hear the sounds of the kids playing in their own backyard and start to rush the fence, barking anxiously. His unstable behavior would agitate the other three dogs, which also became hyperactive. The cause of Hootie’s behavior was clear to me when I asked Pam to greet me at the door. The moment the doorbell rang, Pam’s pack became frantic, barking and rushing all over the home and furniture. Pam halfheartedly removed them from the door, but she clearly was not in control inside her own house! Here is a decorated agility-dog trainer, and four highly skilled dogs, yet there was no structure in the pack at all. In the yard, Hootie was the instigator. With no structure at all, Hootie was re-leasing his anxiety through his Australian shepherd genes—and trying to herd the neighborhood kids!

We were able to make amazing progress within one day, by just providing some basic boundaries for the dogs. These dogs were already conditioned to respond to Pam—but she hadn’t been transferring her leadership in the agility ring to leadership in her own home. I told the Brysons and their kids about my no-touch, no-talk, no-eye-contact rule, and by the end of the day, we had both packs standing together calmly by the fence. The Brysons were relieved and excited about participating in helping Pam in her quest to improve Hootie’s behavior—all they wanted was peace. But the truth is, this situation didn’t have to happen at all. When Pam first realized she was moving in next to a houseful of kids, she should have come up with a strategy to introduce the family to her dogs right away, perhaps even enlisting the kids to go on a pack walk with them. I applaud Pam for stepping up to the plate yet again and asking for help…because living next door to hostile neighbors wasn’t only bad for Pam. It was bad for her already anxious, high-energy dogs.
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Andre works with Hootie


Before you make the decision to adopt a dog, ask yourself whether or not your neighborhood contains children or senior citizens, potentially aggressive dogs (and their irresponsible owners), cats, dangerous street traffic—or any conditions that will need to be addressed before you bring the dog home.

WHAT’S IN A BREED?

Now that you and the members of your group or family have had your heart-to-heart talks and identified what your individual needs, energy levels, and lifestyles are, it’s time to go to the library, Internet, or local breed rescue group and do some serious research about dog behavior in general, and breed characteristics in particular. If you are familiar with my television show and my other books, you will already know that I don’t believe for a minute that “breed is destiny” for a dog. I believe that a dog’s inborn energy level is far more important than breed when it comes to compatibility with an owner or family. Though certain breeds may be much more inclined to be higher or lower energy than others, the fact is that many dogs of the same breed—indeed, many dogs in the same litter—can have wildly varying energy levels or what most people call “personalities.” But having at least a basic education on the special needs of your favorite breed should be the goal of any dog owner. I find that many people fall in love with a breed—perhaps they are attached to the breed of dog they remember from their childhood, or a particular breed of dog appeals to them as cute, or elegant, or tough. Often, people choose breeds of dogs the way they would choose an outfit, as something that reflects a certain image of them-selves they would like to convey to others. But a dog is not a suit of clothes; it is a part of Mother Nature, a living, feeling being with a full set of needs—and rights—all its own.




BASICS REFRESHER
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Your Dog’s Identity

Many dog owners think of their dog as name first. “Oh, Smokey doesn’t like men,” or “Smokey’s always been impossible on walks.” Referring to a dog as name first implies that your dog has some conscious, logical control over his behavior likes and dislikes in the same way that a human does. This way of thinking prevents you from relating to your dog as who he really is, and having influence over his whole being.

I recommend you relate to your dog in this order, particularly when setting rules, boundaries, and limitations, and when dealing with any issues your dog may have.


1. Animal

2. Species: Dog (Canis familiaris)

3. Breed

4. Name


Once you have fulfilled your dog’s need as animal, dog, then breed, only then should you relate to your dog as name, in the way you would relate to another human.




Thinking of a dog as name or breed first can get you into trouble when it comes to generalizing about breed behavior. For example, if a woman had Labrador retrievers growing up and they were always calm and well behaved, then she will tend to think of all Labs as having those characteristics. When she adopts a Lab that turns aggressive, she will automatically blame it on the name—or that particular dog. Instead, she should consider who in her family was the pack leader of the previous Labs, what the dogs’ roles were in the household, what kind of exercise and discipline the family provided for them, and what the family’s overall lifestyle was like. Chances are, she didn’t just happen to get the world’s only “faulty” Labrador! She may be a weaker pack leader than her mother or the person in her childhood who was responsible for the dogs she remembers. She may not be providing the kind of structure or exercise the dog needs. Or perhaps she just adopted a very high-energy Labrador—with more energy than the dogs of her childhood, and more needs than her lifestyle can fulfill. This dog may be frustrated and turning that frustration into aggression. This is a good example of the fact that a dog’s breed doesn’t necessarily determine what kind of pet he will be.

I like to think of breed as kind of a “booster shot” to a dog’s inborn energy level. The more purebred the dog, the more likely he is to be driven by the needs and impulses that are hardwired into his breed. Remember, we humans created breeds for our own selfish reasons! We “manufactured” dogs to help with herding livestock or hunting or tracking prey across long distances. We are the culprits who put those powerful genes into these dogs; so in my mind, we are the ones who should be responsible for fulfilling those breed-related needs. Don’t just think of a purebred dog as the “pretty face” of his lineage! Remember what that lineage was originally created for.

There are many ways to think about breed. Internationally, there are approximately four hundred breeds that are listed with registry organizations in other countries, but the American Kennel Club, founded in 1884, does not register all of these breeds, either because there are too few dogs (of that breed) in this country or there is too little interest among owners of these breeds to obtain AKC registered status. The AKC maintains the largest registry of purebred dogs in the world and currently registers 157 breeds.2 Fortunately, the AKC also breaks down these breeds into helpful general groupings, which I’ll review here in terms of behavioral needs and general characteristics.
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THE SPORTING GROUP

These are the dogs originally bred to help hunters locate, flush out, or retrieve game—both on land and in water. Early humans discovered they could take the prey instinct of the dog’s wolf ancestors and stop it short of actually killing the prey. Dogs in this group include pointers, retrievers, setters, and spaniels.
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THE HOUND GROUP

Hounds were bred to help early humans track prey on the hunt. This group is a large one but generally breaks down into two larger categories. Sight hounds, such as greyhounds, Afghan hounds, basenjis, and salukis, use their vision to track prey’s movement. Scent hounds, including beagles, foxhounds, dachshunds, and bloodhounds, use their amazingly acute scenting abilities. Many hounds were bred to run in packs. Some were created for short sprints of intense pursuits, while others have the ability to track for hours on end without tiring.
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THE WORKING GROUP

Dogs of the working group came into being when early humans stopped their nomadic hunter-gatherer lives and began to settle into villages. These newer breeds were designed for more domestic tasks such as guarding, pulling, and rescuing. This is also a diverse group, and many were selected for body size, strength, and, sometimes, aggressiveness. The Doberman pinscher, Siberian husky, boxer, Great Dane, mastiff, and rottweiler are included in this group. Many of these dogs are what I refer to as “powerful breed dogs.” The more purebred they are, the more likely they are to be driven by the needs of their breeding. I often don’t recommend that a “beginning” dog owner take on very powerful breed dogs in their purebred form, unless he is willing to put an enormous amount of his own time and energy into fulfilling the dog’s working nature.
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THE HERDING GROUP

The AKC used to include the herding group dogs in with the working group, since both groups were created to help early humans with the tasks of a domesticated—as opposed to a hunting—lifestyle. The creators of these breeds were able to adapt the ability of wolves to use coordinated movement to “corral” the animals they hunt but remove the final prey drive that led to a kill. As a result, herding dogs share the amazing ability to control the movement of other animals. These are tasks that take energy, patience, and focus…and those traits will often shine through in the modern incarnations of herders—including sheepdogs, corgis, Bouviers, Australian shepherds, and collies. Some working group dogs cross over into herding as well, such as the rottweiler, which was once used to herd large groups of cattle.
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THE TERRIER GROUP

Terriers’ ancestors were originally intended to hunt and kill vermin. They range from very small in size, as in the Norfolk, cairn, or West Highland white terrier, to much larger, as in the Grand Airedale terrier. As you can imagine, flushing rats from burrows and bushes required the original creators of these breeds to select for qualities of high energy, focus, and perseverance, or what some terrier owners tend to humanize as “feistiness” or “stubbornness.”
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THE TOY GROUP

Chihuahuas, Maltese, toy poodles, King Charles spaniels, Yorkshire terriers, Pekingese, pugs…there’s no better historical proof of the timeless love affair between humans and canines than the toy group, many of which were created simply to be their owners’ devoted companions. Some were also bred to be bird dogs and ratters, but all were selected for their small size. While many first-time dog owners choose toys assuming they will be “easy,” I’m called in on just as many cases of small dogs out of control as more powerful breeds. That’s because the “cuteness” factor of toys often gets in the way of their owners seeing them as animal-dog first. I often counsel owners to imagine their tiny toy wearing a different outfit—say, that of a German shepherd. Would they still think that his nipping and growling is “adorable”?


[image: image]

THE NONSPORTING GROUP

This group includes dogs that were bred for variations of the purposes of all the previous categories, but which don’t fit perfectly into any single one. It’s much too broad a category to be useful for guidelines in selecting a dog, which is unfortunate, since it includes some of America’s most popular breeds, including the poodle, the bulldog, the Boston terrier, the bichon frise, the French bulldog, the Lhasa apso, the sharpei, the chow chow, the Shiba Inu, and the dalmatian. If you are interested in learning about any of the dogs that fit into this group, I recommend you do very specific research on each breed’s history and general characteristics.


One of the smartest things you can do for your family if all or some of you are dead set on a particular breed of dog but haven’t experienced it firsthand is to locate a local rescue group that specializes in that breed alone. Then take everyone out to visit the rescue facility and spend at least an hour among a whole pack of dogs of that breed. You may believe you are destined to have a basset hound because of the breed’s winsome brown eyes, sad expression, and soft floppy ears, but find yourself in for a shock when you hear a group of them baying and howling whenever a new person enters the pen. Your husband may like the concept of a compact, tiny min-pin, but can’t take the energy of half a dozen of them bouncing up and down all at once in a shelter.

Volunteers at reputable breed-specific rescue organizations will often be extremely well informed as to the quirks and requirements of the breed they handle, and they are usually happy to answer any questions you may have and provide you with excellent reading materials and references. They are motivated for you to make the right decision when adopting one of their dogs—because if the fit isn’t right, the dog is likely to be returned to them, usually in worse condition than when it left.

TAKING YOUR TIME

Once a group of people make the shared decision to bring a dog into their lives, impatience can easily set in. Everybody has the picture of the dog in their mind’s eye and they want it now! Many prospective adoptive families will simply visit a shelter, breeder, or rescue group and rush to bring home whichever dog they think is “cutest.” They make the choice using their emotions without stopping to consider the problems that can come later from failing to consider the different energy levels. Adopting a dog is a life-changing decision for you, the dog, and your entire family. Rushing the process can result in mistakes that will have long-lasting consequences. If you don’t find the dog you feel is perfect for your family the first time out, then wait a week and try again. It’s more important that you find the dog that’s the right “fit,” as opposed to the dog that’s available at that very moment.

Taking the time to find the right dog at the right time can be the best thing that ever happens to a person—or a dog. Remember Curly from Central Park? Well, our Dog Whisperer production assistant Todd Henderson drove Curly from New York to California, and the two of them really bonded on their cross-country trip. Todd is in his twenties and a real athlete, a long-distance runner. He’s got a very high level of energy and also knows all the dos and don’ts of how to handle a dog, after working on the show for three seasons. During their long drive, Curly and Todd ran wind sprints and took long runs and walks together. But when Todd came back to L.A., his living situation at the time plus his schedule traveling with the show didn’t allow him to adopt our New York transplant. This turned out to be a good thing for Curly, who had the chance to live at the Center for a year and improve his social skills. He adapted right away to living among the pack and, as I’d predicted, not only got along fine with the other dogs, but also became incredibly popular among them! Curly was one of our most active guys and loved our Rollerblade sessions, runs in the mountains, and days on the beach. He also helped several other unstable dogs achieve balance. Whenever he could, Todd would foster Curly on weekends, and their relationship got stronger and stronger.

Todd recently moved into a house with his girlfriend and was able to have Curly full-time at last. Curly sometimes comes to the production office with him, peacefully resting under his desk while he logs footage and makes phone calls. No one would ever recognize Curly as the same monster we met in Manhattan a year and a half earlier. And Todd can’t imagine life without him. “From the moment we hit the road, I knew this was a special dog,” Todd muses. “He brings so much love, excitement, and flat-out goofiness wherever he goes. Finally being able to adopt him for good was a great day, and he’s loving his new life with me, my girlfriend, and her two dogs.”

I have absolutely no doubt that the right dog is out there, waiting for your family as well.
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